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ABSTRACT
IMPROVING NEW STUDENT ORIENTATION AS A TOOL TO SUPPORT
COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENTS’ ENTRY INTO COLLEGE
Vicki Atkinson, Ed.D.
Department of Counseling, Adult and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2015
D. Eric Archer, Director

The focus of this study was an examination of a new student orientation program in the
community college setting. Through the use of participatory action research (PAR) methodology,
participant researchers addressed a series of research questions about the ways in which the
orientation program could be improved. Three co-researchers, along with the principal
investigator, the author of this dissertation, engaged in the study, which gathered input from key
stakeholders in the new student orientation programs: students who served in the program, peer
leaders who work in the program, and counselors and advisors who provide support to new
students in the college matriculation process.
This PAR study employed the conceptual frameworks of orientation program assessment
to examine the current program and identify possible improvements. Six key themes emerged
from the study, providing program developers and practitioners with an action plan to improve
the current program. The themes are: You made me feel comfortable and confident; This job is
forcing me to grow as a person; Too much, too fast; Helping new students should be a shared
responsibility; Do we have a mission statement to support our work?; and We need to connect
with the first-year faculty and advisors.

These findings are in alignment both with prior research about new student orientation
and with standards noted as best practices in the literature. The implications of this study support
the use of additional action research, specifically the PAR method, on other community college
campuses.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
“I didn’t know what to expect from this orientation thing. I had a bad attitude
about it because I was scared. Thank you for making me feel like I can do this.”
(Anonymous new student)

In higher education, student success and completion in community colleges is of concern
(Capps, 2012; Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014; Milliron & Wilson, 2004; Scott-Clayton, 2011a).
Completion rates for community college students are low, with fifty percent of entering students
falling prey to attrition in their first year (SENSE, 2007).
In his address at Macomb Community College in Michigan in July 2009, President
Obama discussed the concern about completion rates during the announcement of the American
Graduation Initiative. President Obama was very direct in his remarks, stating:
Today I’m announcing the most significant down payment yet on reaching the goal of
having the highest college graduation rate of any nation in the world. We’re going to
achieve this in the next 10 years. It’s called the American Graduation Initiative. It will
reform and strengthen community colleges like this one from coast to coast so they get
the resources that students and schools need ... through the plan, we seek to help an
additional 5 million Americans earn degrees and certificates in the next decade.
Fostering student success, retention, and completion through responsive and supportive
programs is critically important as student success and completion are scrutinized. However,
substantial stumbling blocks are in place as community colleges respond. Publicly funded twoyear colleges are dealing with increasing enrollments and diversity, decreasing preparedness, and
a lack of financial support (Zeidenburg, 2008). Given these challenges, scrutiny falls to the
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professionals who provide support to the diverse community college student population upon
entry into the institution. The quality and effectiveness of new student programs, such as
orientation, must be examined to determine how well (or how poorly) students’ needs are
identified and addressed. Community college leaders should engage in thoughtful strategic
planning around the concepts of identifying students’ needs and providing essential services at
the “front door” (Ortiz, 1995).
As recently as 2014, academic advising professional organizations such as NACADA
(National Academic Advising Association) noted the need to address concerns related to
effective new student orientation programs. “As the student population in community colleges
continues to change and grow, the economic resources available to these schools continue to
shrink. Therefore, planning and implementation of an orientation program becomes an enormous
challenge” (p. 1).
Perigo and Upcraft (1989) are direct in their estimation of the importance of orientation
programs:
Properly developed orientation programs are far more than just “fun and games”. They
encompass all the academic and developmental issues important to freshman success.
Such programs must be a very high institutional priority, their goal to make possible the
equal access to the sophomore class for all who enter as freshmen. Our efforts should be
toward nothing less. (Perigo & Upcraft, 1989, p. 94)

The complexity in providing support to new community college students stems from the
widespread belief that students’ needs are greater now than they have ever been. Community
college students are described as “…less prepared academically, from lower income
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backgrounds, less likely to get information and moral support from their parents, less attuned to
what ‘college’ involves and less socialized to academic routines” (Grubb, 2006, p. 198).
Orientation Programs
Orientation programs, in particular, support the transition of new students to college life.
At four-year colleges and universities, orientation programs are often multi-day experiences with
ample opportunities for engagement and community building in addition to advising and
registration tasks (Mack, 2010). Community college orientation programs differ in that they are
typically compressed and focused on the transactional aspects of advising and “getting started”
(Cuevas & Timmerman, 2010). When possible, the inclusion of intrusive advising, focused on
academic planning, is a beneficial component of community college orientation in order to
support students upon entry (Grubb, 2006). Mandatory orientation programs which offer
engagement opportunities as well as structured academic planning and goal identification are
essential in order to meet community college students’ wide-ranging needs (Cuevas &
Timmerman, 2010).
The early origins of what we now refer to as college “orientation” are traced back to
Harvard University in the late 1600s and the use of freshman “counselors” who were in place to
assist young men in the transition to university life (Dwyer, 1989). This practice resulted in the
creation of “college customs” at Harvard in 1735, which codified the indoctrination and
subordination of freshmen. Harvard sophomores were charged with reading the “document” to
new students in order to describe their diminished status and life of servitude to more senior
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classmates. As Dwyer (1989) noted, what began as an intention to provide peer support at
Harvard became something more akin to hazing than helping.
Not until the 1960s and 1970s did the focus on positive peer support and assistance
regain prominence on college campuses (Dwyer, 1989). Institutional initiatives, now commonly
known as orientation and first year programs, began to take shape. Freshmen became less
homogeneous and more diverse and many new students (as the first in their families to attend
college) needed support in the transition to higher education. Thus, the contemporary orientation
program was born – with the intention to focus on the adjustment needs of new students by
attending to each student individually while conducting the business of advising and enrollment.
As orientation programs became more common, detailed goals and objectives became
more prevalent and well-documented. Perigo and Upcraft (1989) identified three primary and
contemporary goals for orientation programs:
1. Help freshmen succeed academically – both by familiarizing students with the academic
requirements and by addressing the support services that should be in place to help
students succeed.
2. Assist students in their overall personal adjustment to college by introducing students to
campus life and the importance of active participation on campus – and by including their
parents and family members so that they will be better equipped to support their students
in transition.
3. Provide opportunities for faculty and staff to learn more about entering freshmen in order
to begin the process of developing relationships to support students’ success.
Above all, Perigo and Upcraft (1989) said that orientation programs should be “sustained
and coordinated efforts” (p. 84) and should receive the support and involvement of the entire
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campus – from staff, faculty, students, and administration – in order to demonstrate the
importance of orientation in fostering a climate of student success.
The challenge for community colleges is to review existing programs and services and
identify areas for improvement. Community colleges provide a multitude of new student
programs and services following the “more is better” approach with little regard to strategy or
student development theory (Cuevas & Timmerman, 2010; Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014; Rode &
Cawthon, 2010).
Simply offering a menu of services without prescribing or requiring them is no longer
effective in community colleges. A student’s inability to locate and utilize services is hampered
by the number of offerings (Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014; Karp, 2011; Scott-Clayton, 2011b).
Community college students face both academic and non-academic hurdles, such as financial
stress, transportation challenges, and childcare gaps. Too much time is spent trying to unravel
and understand complicated (though well-intended) offerings, given the multiple roles that
community college students hold (Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014).
Additional research on the importance of new student advising and orientation in
community colleges is needed. As such, some authors propose ways in which these existing
services could be better leveraged and delivered in order to address the needs of entering
students. “To increase retention and student success, community colleges must focus time,
energy and critical resources on the front door experience of new students, including new student
orientation programming” (Ward-Roof, 2010, p. 62).
The evaluation of orientation is also a critical element for providers to address, according
to Perigo and Upcraft (1989). Are the goals of orientation being achieved? They suggested that
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“orientation must be based on sound concepts of student development” (p. 84) and urge
developers to do everything in their power to meet the needs of entering students in a timely and
holistic manner.
The recent work of Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) provides direct encouragement for
community college professionals to engage in thoughtful, revisionary research to examine new
student intake practices and to identify the ways in which streamlining can occur. In a three-year
case study sponsored by the Community College Research Center (CCRC), Jaggars and Fletcher
examined the challenges facing one community college as it tried to develop and deliver
programs designed to support students who are traditional, non-traditional, career-focused,
transfer-focused and often underprepared.
Jaggars and Fletcher’s (2014) study documented the navigational challenges experienced
by students as they attempted to understand the variety of offerings and identify the services and
programs that would provide the support that they needed. This awareness led to the observation
that new student orientation programs should be better utilized to describe and prescribe services
for students. However, this raises the question as to whether or not colleges are sufficiently
funded and staffed to do so. Generally speaking, the answer is no, due to limited budgets and
competing goals to tend to both academic and non-academic concerns (Zeidenberg, 2008). This
fact is compounded by the nature of the community college student, who is often first-generation
in college and may lack the supportive networks of family or friends to “fill in the gaps”
(Coleman, 1988; Karp, 2011).
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Supporting Undecided Students in Orientation Programs
Community college students are often unsure about their choice of major or long-term
goals. The inclusion of career decision-making support for new students in orientation may be
beneficial. Tucker (1998) studied the inclusion of a career focus for transitioning college students
in new student advising and learned that students had higher satisfaction with their first semester
of college enrollment if they had more defined career and academic goals. However, undecided
students may not seek out support to clarify their goals if programs and services are just part of
the overwhelming “menu” of offerings in separate, decentralized locations, which is typical in
community colleges (Grubb, 2006).
Perhaps by embedding additional support within the orientation and transition
experience, providers may be able to avoid the lackluster responsiveness from students when
career support services are heavily promoted yet under-utilized. This approach was examined by
Fried-Goodnight (2009), who explored the ways in which orientation programs could be offered
by major area of study as well as separate orientation experiences for students who needed
support for their “undecided” status. She studied the impact of embedding this support within
orientation itself and found favorable outcomes.
It is possible that students who enter higher education as "undecided" students may also
lack the social currency, confidence, and “college know-how” needed to effectively transition to
college life (Coleman, 1988; Karp, 2011). Career development theorists such as Super (1990)
would encourage a “Life Span” approach, which addresses the life stages and developmental
tasks. The stages of Growth, Exploration, Establishment, Maintenance, and Decline, according

8

to Super, provide a meaningful method for assisting individuals in understanding life and career
transitions, including the adjustment associated with entering college.
Finally, when career and goal-planning intervention are embedded in orientation,
students may feel a greater sense of trust in the advice and counsel provided and this may
positively impact their success and retention (Jamelske, 2009). The perception of career services
as an afterthought is a concern that community colleges should address. Ease of access and
integration within orientation programs will make the practical guidance embedded in “career
counseling” accessible to students who need the assistance (Ludwikowski, Vogel, & Armstrong,
2009; Reed, 2013).
Foundational Theories
Ortiz (1995) urged community college professionals to deeply examine their student
populations using well-regarded theories of student development. Doing so provides community
college professionals with useful frameworks for serving new students in an organized,
systematic and strategic manner. Improvements in practice can be both responsive to students
and beneficial to community colleges. “While individual insight based on experience is crucial to
any professional’s work, it is difficult to insure institutional consistency when many different
professionals are delivering services from so many perspectives” (Ortiz, 1995, p. 2). This is
particularly true in community colleges where diversified and decentralized services are common
(Grubb, 2006).
One such foundational theory can be found in the work of Tinto (1993). Advocating for
greater knowledge about students’ needs, Tinto said that individual attention focused on
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understanding students’ values, goals and attitudes must be provided in order for a college or
university to have a direct impact on students’ potential for success. In addition, Tinto’s theory
of retention introduced the concept of social congruence. If there is little congruence between
students’ values and those of the institution during the unique experience each student has at a
college or university, a student’s academic ability may be irrelevant in influencing the decision
to “stop out” or drop out. Students will make decisions about whether or not a college or
university is a “good fit” very early in the transition process and the responsibility falls to the
institution to provide affirming experiences and individualized support for each student.
However, Tinto (1993) also points out that students’ movement toward graduation and
completion are impacted by a myriad of other life circumstances – well beyond the control (and
often the awareness) of the institution. “Though the models and figures we have drawn (related
to completion) have a necessary order to them, the odysseys many individuals take to degree
completion are long, drawn-out affairs with many intermediate steps” (p. 27).
While the focus is often on entering students’ academic preparedness (or lack thereof) it
is clear that the “non-academic” needs of community college students must be addressed in order
to provide a smooth transition to college life. Notable mechanisms for enhancing non-academic
support can be found in programs which attend to students’ needs for social relationships and the
acquisition of college “know-how,” while clarifying goals and aspirations and developing
meaningful and feasible plans for success (Karp, 2011). These efforts will enhance a student’s
sense of congruence and “fit” with the institution.
Examining the college transition from the perspective of developmental tasks is also
useful (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Although community college counselors and advisors are
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likely to be familiar with Chickering’s seven vectors of student development (developing
competence, managing emotions, moving through autonomy toward interdependence,
developing mature interpersonal relationships, establishing identity, developing purpose, and
developing integrity) a more intentional application of this framework in the development,
delivery, and assessment of new student programs would be beneficial (Rode & Cawthon, 2010).
Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) provided insight into the concerns around community
colleges and their tendency to rely on outdated systems and processes to serve today’s students.
They describe community college students as overwhelmed and often incapable of understanding
complex choices upon entry. In addition to examining theoretical foundations to support and
undergird programs and services, Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) encourage community college
practitioners to thoroughly examine their practices in order to redesign, streamline, and improve
programs. Doing so may increase the likelihood that students will better understand the
matriculation experience and develop self-advocacy skills to increase resiliency and retention.
This may be especially important because counselors and advisors report that they know that the
neediest students are often the least likely to seek help but also acknowledge that community
colleges have been slow to launch systematic efforts to understand why and to remedy the
situation (Grubb, 2006).
Statement of the Problem
Retention and persistence theorists Tinto (1993), Pascarella and Terenzini (2005), and
Astin (1977) noted the critical importance of attending to the needs of students as individuals.
Community colleges, in particular, must provide opportunities for students to understand their
purpose, goals, and aspirations because they are at-risk and may not complete their education
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(Ortiz, 1995). Whether they are often at-risk by virtue of an undecided major or their status as
adult students with additional life responsibilities, students may be less likely to achieve their
goals unless direct, intrusive support is offered. Orientation programs that offer generalized
support to students without providing an opportunity for them to find a “touchstone person” – the
one who will guide, support and begin to understand students’ needs – will be less likely to
provide the student-centered assistance that is required to reduce the chance that students may
drop out or stop out.
The examination of intrusive advising and counseling services within new student
orientation programs is worthy of further exploration. The emerging evidence on community
college student persistence indicates that students are more likely to persist and succeed in
programs that are highly structured and introduced to students upon entry (Scott-Clayton,
2011a). This was also the finding in Jaggars and Fletcher’s (2014) study, in which they learned
that community college students’ decision making is enhanced by streamlining processes and
simplifying the “steps” associated with enrollment. Clearly, programs which provide students
with support in navigating through the college transition process while attending to students’
individual needs are needed. In addition, Scott-Clayton (2011b) stated that community colleges
must provide assistance to students who are having difficulty with bureaucratic hurdles (financial
aid, registration processes, and more) through the personal touch of staff. Counselors, advisors,
and new student personnel should be charged with providing responsive, student-centered
support in orientation programs in order to personalize processes as much as possible.
Perhaps most compelling in Scott-Clayton’s (2011b) writing about structure and
decision-making in community colleges is the case she made for responding to the “open door
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dilemma.” Students are able to freely enter higher education at the community college level but
may be almost immediately paralyzed by the number of decisions before them. Scott-Clayton
equated the transition to community college to navigating a “shapeless river on a dark night.”
Community colleges must address the importance of providing students with services that are
designed to support student success and retention – even if this means students may be required
to participate and services are thus perceived as “intrusive” (Reed, 2013).
Examples of intrusive advising protocols in orientation are cited as techniques to support
students – in anticipation of their needs. Sloan, Jefferson, Search, and Cox (2005) addressed this
topic in detail based in a sweeping re-engineering of the advising system in the Tallahassee
Community College (TCC) system. As a result of a self-evaluation related to the Achieving the
Dream (AtD) initiative, the TCC system identified a performance gap in supporting student
success, namely, that their academic advising systems were inadequate in meeting students’
needs. By anticipating students’ needs according to entering characteristics and milestones, they
improved communication to students and provided better intervention and assistance.
Hollis’s (2009) study supports the importance of timeliness in the delivery of student
support services. Academic advising systems, in particular, should be timely and holistic in their
scope and should recognize the increasing complexity of entering students’ needs, particularly
when students may be entering higher education with substantial life (work and family)
responsibilities. This is certainly true in community colleges. The “young adult” or “returning
adult” student is often at greater risk because of the difficulty they may have in making college a
priority, given their other substantial life roles.
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It appears that students respond well to orientation and advising efforts which are
“holistic” in nature. Students may not understand the professional counseling intention which
underlies the notion of “holism,” but students who find consistency and all-inclusiveness in
support systems will struggle less with the practical (and often frustrating) issues related to
identifying and using services. The inclusion of academic advising and registration in
community college orientation programs is a function of providing holistic services to students
who need to make informed decisions to ensure success (Cuevas & Timmerman, 2010).
Study Purpose
The purpose of this study was to examine new student orientation at one, Midwestern
community college and to identify improvements to support the success of new students, on
entry, into the institution. The intention of the study was to provide community college
counselors and advisors with assistance in better understanding the needs of new students
through the use of a participatory action research (PAR) model focusing on process improvement
in orientation.
This study provides community college counselors and advisors with opportunities to
thoughtfully examine the current components and offerings in new student orientation and to
identify areas for improvement. This was accomplished by reviewing current practices and
student input in order to improve the overall understanding of the needs of new students.
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Conceptual Framework
Using a participatory action research (PAR) framework, new student orientation was
examined using Cuseo’s (2013) Institutional Self-Assessment Model for Evaluating Orientation
Programs. He describes new students as vulnerable to attrition for four reasons: lack of “college
knowledge”’ and the necessary social capital required to successfully navigate through
processes; lack of college role models for students who may be first in their families to attend;
self-doubt related to low self-efficacy; and a lack of family empathy or support related to the cost
of college and the burden of tuition payments. He suggested a thorough review of new student
orientation processes and services in order to respond to these concerns. The Cuseo assessment
model for orientation programs asks:
Is the Orientation Program:


Personalized to meet students’ needs?



Developed to orient new students to people and not just buildings and information?



Designed to include peer leaders in the process (Student Orientation Leaders)?



Relevant to students’ current needs for support?



Focused on both academic planning and student life?



Required of students or is it optional?



Customized to meet the needs of non-traditional students?



Inclusive of a parent or family member component?



Inclusive of an inspirational or celebratory ritual upon entry (convocation)?



Connected to co-curricular programs and/or courses to support students beyond Orientation?
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In addition, the PAR team utilized the self-assessment model “Simplifying Complexity in
the Student Experience” (Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014) to gather data about the student experience
and suggest improvements in services and programs.
Also noteworthy (as further incentive to analyze orientation) was the Council for the
Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) guidelines. Since 1979, CAS has
endeavored to promote the standards of practice for student affairs, including standards for high
quality advising and new student orientation programs (CAS, 2011). The self-assessment guide
provided by CAS is offered to support institutions and individuals as they develop programs and
services to meet entering students’ needs. With respect to orientation programs, CAS notes the
evolutionary change in orientation service delivery from its early origins at Harvard to the
present day. The complexity and scope of programs has grown as colleges and universities
attempt to address the needs of a more diverse new student population. CAS notes:
One of the most important changes over the past several decades is that orientation is
now viewed as a comprehensive process rather than as a singular program. Examples
include programs lasting from one day to a week in length, welcome weeks, and other
activities that engage students in a variety of ways to introduce them to the expectations,
culture, and traditions of the institution. (CAS, 2011, p. 1)
The Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) notes the
current concerns about orientation programs and their ability (or inability) to deliver high quality,
responsive services to students who are, increasingly, non-traditional, diverse, part-time and/or
balancing college life with work and family obligations. CAS encourages the development of
new programs and methodologies in orientation – based on thoughtful research, assessment and
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evaluation and with the awareness that maintaining adequate funding for orientation programs
will continue to be a concern on most campuses.
In order to support the work of orientation professionals, CAS has written the “CAS
Standards and Guidelines for Orientation Programs” to provide a detailed set of objectives and
outcomes for orientation programs (CAS, 2011). According to CAS, regularly reviewing
orientation services and programs is essential and this process should begin with a review of the
mission of the program – to ensure that it is consistent both with students’ needs and the mission
of the institution itself. With regard to program assessment, CAS urges program developers to
rely upon both qualitative and quantitative evaluative input – from all stakeholder groups – in
order to revise and improve services.
The focus in the studies conducted by Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) and Fried-Goodnight
(2009) was reviewing community college orientation practices and identifying improvements. In
both studies, new student orientation was examined for this purpose. The findings urged more
research about new student processes through purposeful self-study and process improvement. It
is my hope that this study will add to this body of knowledge and thus help community colleges
provide high quality, responsive programs for new students.
Research Questions
RQ 1: How do orientation stakeholders (students, peer leaders, counselors, and advisors)
perceive their current orientation program?
RQ 2: Considering the program assessment models offered by Cuseo (2013), Jaggars and
Fletcher (2014), and CAS (Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education,
2011), what improvements are necessary to improve orientation and provide better support to
new community college students?
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Significance of the Study
The attention to this research problem is important in order to improve the entry-level
support provided to new students and to enhance opportunities for student success. While the
reasons for student attrition are numerous, community colleges, with their diverse student body
of adults, traditional students, and students with prior college credit, clearly bear the
responsibility of individualizing student support to better address new students’ needs.
Given the substantial expectations from orientation programs, community college
program developers need to be as creative, thoughtful, and as resourceful as possible in order to
meet the challenge of serving students well. Ward-Roof (2010) made it clear that successful
orientation programs will highlight support services and resources in advance of student need
and if done well, students will make connections to helpful guides and mentors who can see
them through to their goals. However, this may be difficult to accomplish if orientation is not
well understood by campus constituents and policy makers. As programs which strive to
disseminate information and help students reduce the incidence of costly course selection errors
(as well as build a foundation for future success), care must be taken in order to avoid the
perception that orientation programs are primarily social or engagement events (Jacobs, 2010).
The trend toward requiring orientation of new students speaks to the growing
understanding of its importance. In the 2007-2008 academic year, nearly three-fourths of
institutions in the National Orientation Director’s Association (NODA) databank reported that
their orientation programs were mandatory compared to just one-third in 1986-87 (Mack, 2010).
Given the increasing understanding of the value of orientation as a tool to support student
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success, program developers must strive to balance the needs of the institution against the needs
of students in transition.
Analyzing and documenting the impact of orientation programs is essential if services are
to be both responsive to students and meaningful to the institutions which support it. “Creating a
climate conducive for maximizing student development and learning should be the aim of every
orientation practitioner” (Rode & Cawthon, 2010, p. 25). Examining orientation in all aspects is
required in order to both create a climate suitable for growth and to sustain it through periodic
revision and review.
The dwindling state funding for community colleges is not expected to improve (Reed, 2013). As
administrators, faculty, and staff in community colleges examine the growing needs of students,
the careful re-consideration of programs and services must be addressed to meet the challenges
of limited funding, increasing student enrollment, and increasing student complexity.
Obtaining evaluative feedback from students served in orientation programs is essential
in order to refine and improve services, but Perigo and Upcraft (1989) also advocate for
obtaining exit interview data from students to learn more about the missed opportunities – the
ways in which the institution could have provided better support to students prior to exiting the
institution. In doing so, gaps in student service delivery could be better identified.
However, Perigo and Upcraft also acknowledge that one of the challenges in orientation
programs stems from a limiting (and often) institutionally imposed mindset in that the new
student transition process and need for “orientation” support ends with the start of classes. In
fact, they argue that colleges and universities should package programs and support services for
new students across the entire first year and with substantial consideration of students’ needs
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over time – especially reminders related to use of support services (tutoring, time management,
health/wellness). First-year seminars and courses can provide a classroom-based support system
for delivering these messages but only if the programs are offered and are readily available and
accessible so that students will partake of them.
This research sought to add to the literature of process improvement in community
college orientation programs. The benefits of “just in time,” well-crafted orientation services
may prevent students from feeling overloaded with too much information at one time.
Prescriptive and individualized support can be achieved by examining the components of
orientation in tandem with support during the critical first semester of enrollment (Pascarella,
Terenzini, & Wolfle, 1986).
Researcher’s Statement
My decision to focus on the importance of new student orientation as a tool to support
new students comes from a very personal place in my life. Like many others who receive
support during critical transitions, I was profoundly impacted by the kindness and genuine
interest shown to me as a first-generation student at a community college. In many ways, those
that I met (and later described as my “family by choice”) were the caring counselors and staff
members whom I met upon arrival as an unsure, undecided student in orientation. The counselors
provided affirmations and positive acknowledgements of my strengths and skills in a way that I
had never experienced. They were very clearly on a mission to “know” the students they
interacted with – deeply and over time. They saw their professional duty as fully inclusive:
tending to students in order to establish trust and affinity and offering a bounty of advice and
insight along the way. These relationships became profoundly important to me because I felt
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connected and empowered, validated and appreciated at a time when I was quite vulnerable. The
care shown to me by community college counselors and orientation staff helped me to find my
way and to find myself.
Throughout my career in higher education, I maintained a connection to community
colleges and held positions ranging from new student orientation leader to placement testing
professional, disabilities counselor, and associate professor for new student programs. In my
current role as an administrator for new student programs, I am in a unique position to provide
direction and leadership for orientation at a community college. It is simultaneously a privilege
and an obligation. I see the tremendous needs in our students but worry about our ability to
effectively support students in the short time frame we work within, in orientation.
I fully subscribe to the concerns identified by authors such as Jaggars and Fletcher (2014)
and Scott-Clayton (2011b), who offer strong caution against simply adding more programs. The
conscientious evaluation and review of current programs along with the tandem need to
streamline processes is necessary as community colleges struggle to be both responsive to
students and thoughtful, fiscally prudent stewards of a public entity.
I received collaboration and support from the colleagues who served as co-researchers
and participants in the study. The use of a participatory action (PAR) framework provided
participants with ample involvement and engagement in the research process and the opportunity
to report freely and honestly all feedback throughout the study as we strive to improve
orientation for the students we serve.

21

Organization of the Study
The chapters which follow will describe the participatory action research method used for
the purpose of examining the current new student orientation program and for identifying
improvements in order to better support the needs of new students.
Chapter II will provide the reader with an introduction to the theories and literature which
have supported and guided the development of this study.
In Chapter III, the reader will be introduced to the qualitative method used in this study:
participatory action research used to examine new student orientation programs from student,
peer leaders’, and practitioners’ perspectives.
Chapter IV will present the findings and themes that emerged from the action research
process through the voices of the stakeholder participants in the study.
Chapter V will present a summary of the study and a discussion of the results along with
recommendations and suggestions for improvement. Chapter V will also include reflections from
the research team about the experience of deploying participatory action research to study
process improvement in new student orientation.
Conclusion
New student orientation programs serve the needs of students and the needs of often
overburdened community colleges (as they endeavor to support a broad range of entering
students). However, both existing programs and new initiatives should be examined and
implemented with care in order to affirm that they are as effective as possible in meeting all
stakeholders’ needs.

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
"I knew I felt lost at orientation but I didn’t want to let anyone know. I was confused and
angry and I felt like everyone else knew what they're doing but me."
(Anonymous new student)

The current issues and concerns in higher education related to community college student
success are vast and wide-ranging. From a small-scale study of five students (Tucker, 1998) to a
broad overhaul of an orientation program for traditional students using technology (Golubski,
2009), practitioners in higher education are focusing their attention on remedying the problem of
community college student persistence and completion through the use of new student
orientation programs.
Supporting new students in their transition to college is a cause and concern for colleges
and universities across the country (Bickerstaff, Barragan & Rucks-Ahidiana, 2012; Capps,
2012; Jacobs, 2010). In community colleges, the preparedness of prospective students can vary
greatly (Cuevas & Timmerman, 2010; Kindle, 2012). Some students are intent on furthering their
progress toward eventual bachelor’s degree completion or a career-focused degree and are highly
motivated and prepared for college-level work. At the other end of the preparedness spectrum,
however, some students lack the academic ability and/or the self- regulatory skills to meet
college course requirements (Kindle, 2012).
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Focusing on new student programs as a method for ensuring a smooth and efficient
college transition is not a new strategy. Students enter contemporary higher education today with
varying levels of preparation and needs that go well beyond academic support alone. Wellcrafted orientation programs can play an important role in ensuring that both the academic and
non-academic needs of students are met. This is especially true given the changes in higher
education in the United States related to access. Historically, the opportunity to attend college in
the 1800s was limited to the wealthy sons of landowners who had privileged childhoods and easy
access to education (Hunter & Murray, 2007). The landscape in higher education has changed
dramatically, particularly in community colleges with open-door access and admission,
regardless of preparation. There is greater diversity in the student body as populations have
become less and less homogeneous (Ward-Roof & Guthrie, 2010). Despite the growing
diversity and expanding need for counseling support, new student programs are expected to
comprehensively attend to the needs of all entering students. “There is a core mission shared by
virtually all community colleges of enabling low-income students and those with relatively weak
academic achievement to continue their education” (Zeidenburg, 2008, p. 53).
Developing an over-arching framework to guide the creation and delivery of services is
essential. Chickering (1969) provided one of the most comprehensive views of the psychosocial
development of college students in his articulation of Seven Vectors of Student Development:
1. Achieving Competence
2. Managing Emotions
3. Moving from Autonomy toward Interdependence
4. Developing Mature Interpersonal Relationships
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5. Establishing Identity
6. Developing Purpose
7. Developing Integrity
Chickering and Reisser (1993) revised the original model to make it more gender neutral
and applicable to all ages of students in higher education. In doing so, they identified the ways
in which colleges and universities can provide the greatest influence in helping students develop
and reach their potential for success. Colleges and universities are urged to assure clarity and
consistency in messages, policies, and procedures to students as they transition to higher
education. Throughout the academic experience, including new student programs, services
should be responsive to students’ needs and delivered with a high level of interpersonal and
individualized support.
Chickering and Schlossberg (1995) provided a model they referred to as the “4 S’s”
related to the developmental changes occurring for new college students:
Situation: Is the transition perceived to be positive and is the transition well-timed in the
individual’s life? Also, is the transition one that the individual sought or is it involuntary
and “imposed” upon the individual?
Self: Does the individual feel a sense of control and awareness of his/her strengths upon
which to rely during the transition process?
Support: Does the individual feel a sense of support from family, friends or co-workers
about the transition?
Strategies: Is the individual capable of remaining flexible during the transition and is
he/she able to utilize effective coping strategies?
DeVilbiss (2014) examined the high school to college transition for at-risk students by
utilizing Schlossberg’s transition theory (1989), which addresses the “moving in, moving
through and moving out” stages that individuals experience during times of change. DeVilbiss’s
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study revealed themes associated both with Schlossberg’s transition theory (particularly changes
related to the “moving in” and adjustment phase faced by new college students) as well as
examples of Chickering and Reisser’s (1993) vectors of development. In her study, DeVilbiss
noted findings parallel to Schlossberg’s work as well as Chickering and Reisser’s in that college
students (particularly those who enter at-risk) do struggle in the early “moving in” transition
phase and face challenges related to developing competence and managing emotions in the midst
of the change. The “moving in” phase of the college transition process generates substantial
hurdles that newly-minted, entering students must overcome in order to be successful.
Facing Fears: A Developmental Task for College Students
The complexities associated with the psychosocial development of students, as
Chickering explained, are broad and inclusive of substantial interpersonal growth opportunities,
such as identity development and developing a purpose in life. The act of entering higher
education is stressful, but colleges and universities can proactively focus on supporting each
student’s social integration during the transition in order to better understand and address their
needs (Bickerstaff et al., 2012; Wilcox, Winn, & Fyvie-Gauld, 2005). While emotional support
from family and friends may also be critical during the early days of adjusting to college life, the
students who are able to establish new connections on campus will have social and perhaps
academic advantages over their peers who struggle with the change.
In some ways, students should be warned, up front, that the college transition may be
daunting and potentially frightening – in order to normalize those pervasive “new student”
feelings (Karp & Bork, 2012). In whatever way that is conveyed, the act of “normalizing”

26

possible fears and anxieties about entering college life – by assuring students that they are not
alone – should be a high-level goal for those who develop programs for new students. Sources
of input and advice are abundant in the literature; for example, Eleanor Roosevelt (1960) offered
eleven keys for living a more rewarding life without fear and trepidation. She wrote that, under
the best of circumstances, one should consider learning and living to be the same thing. She
added that it is impossible to find meaning in new experiences unless you understand them and
she acknowledged that it is only possible to do so with knowledge of self – sometimes learned
through painful and fear-inducing experiences. Considering the inherent difficulty in the college
transition process for students with inadequate preparation, the decision to enroll and remain in
college is surrounded by the types of new and frightful experiences that Roosevelt spoke of.
Focusing on students’ intrapersonal growth may be an admirable goal for orientation
programs, but they are often in a constant state of “reinvention” as a result of a seemingly
endless quest to identify and improve programs and services – especially for retaining
marginalized and at-risk populations (Conley & Hamlin, 2009). According to Conley and
Hamlin, students are often “caught between two worlds” as they transition to college life and
may suffer during the process because of the stress that a polarized existence may place upon
them. Entering higher education thrusts students into the unfamiliar and all but the most resilient
suffer from the strain of balancing the demands of higher education against the comfort and
familiarity of their current lifestyles and responsibilities, and the need for individualized support.
Similarly, embedded and internalized anxiety can substantially impede student success
throughout a student’s college career – not just upon entry. Campagna and Curtis (2007)
described the differences between two types of anxiety (“state and trait”) and the impact of
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anxiety on career decision-making for college students. “State” anxiety is typically a more
fleeting, short-term response to situational stressors. “Trait” anxiety, on the other hand, is
typically reflective of a generalized state of anxiety, which can be exacerbated under stress. Their
findings indicated that both state and trait anxiety are related to students’ uncertainty. As a result,
the authors suggested that anxiety-reduction efforts (specifically the development of coping and
stress management skills) might be effective in reducing the indecision, which can impede new
students’ decision-making and college transition processes.
For the students who are less academically prepared for college-level work, counselors
may be able to provide support through social capital theories (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, DayVines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 2011). Prospective, first-generation college students – especially
those from low-income and minority households – benefit the most from the insertion of social
capital skill-building (Coleman, 1988). Assisting students with the mechanics of college
application preparation, financial aid forms, and developing a college vocabulary can provide
students and families with the normative skills they need in order to be successful in the college
application process and beyond.
Engle and Tinto (2008) as well as Kindle (2012) have made the case to examine the
challenges created as a result of greater access to higher education, particularly for low-income
and first-generation students. Although one could never question the importance of academic
preparation as it relates to success and persistence, any study which focuses exclusively on
academic factors associated with student success will likely fall short (Kuh, Cruce, Shoup,
Kinzie & Gonyea, 2008). Students often leave college for a variety of reasons; some reasons are
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academic and some are psychosocial and are related to attachment and engagement at the
institution (or lack thereof).
To that end, Karp (2011) identified characteristics of non-academic programs that have
contributed to positive student outcomes. Those are: creating social relationships, clarifying
aspirations and enhancing commitment; developing college know-how, and making college life
feasible. Karp’s study of these factors highlighted the relationship between the concepts of
social currency: what she described as the “college know-how” needed to successfully transition
to college life.
In addition, an assessment of a student’s emotional intelligence (“EQ”) can be used as a
predictor of college student retention and success (Sparkman, Maulding, & Roberts, 2012). Their
findings indicated that the measures of empathy, social responsibility, and impulse control were
positively related to student enrollment and graduation. Interestingly, students with high
measures on the flexibility scale were found to be at greater risk. Less a measure of resiliency, in
this context, “flexibility” was regarded as an indicator of a student's willingness to consider life
options other than being in school such as dropping out or “stopping out” and thus, interrupting
their college experiences.
The Importance of Student Engagement
Astin’s (1977) theory of student involvement originated the idea of input-environmentoutcome (I-E-O) associated with students’ adjustment to college life. The “inputs” are the
demographic characteristics, social, and academic experiences that students bring with them into
the college experience. The “environment” includes the college community, processes and
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procedures that students face upon arrival. The “outcome” is who the student becomes as a result
of the college experience. The role of new student orientation programs is to address the “inputs”
effectively on an individual level while personalizing – as much as possible – the “environment”
to achieve the best possible “outcome” for each student. This can be especially challenging, as
new students are typically unaware of key services at the most critical juncture in their first
semester – the first few weeks (Sander, 2008). The remedy may be in utilizing input from student
surveys, such as the Survey of Entering Student Engagement (SENSE, 2007), which suggested
that intentional and aggressive promotion of information about advising, orientation, and support
services should occur immediately upon entry and repeated in meaningful ways through in-class
experiences and peer endorsements.
One way to strengthen and improve these key messages is through partnerships between
academic and student affairs. While these “joint efforts” can be beneficial in prompting and
endorsing student engagement, Whitt, Nesheim, Guentzel, and Kellogg (2008) noted that
research about the effectiveness of such efforts in promoting student success has been limited.
Given that there are many variables which contribute to students’ success, it is difficult to isolate
engagement alone as a principal factor. However, developing partnerships between academic
and student affairs in the development and delivery of new student programs is a widely
regarded “best practice.” Students benefit by seeing an entire community – faculty, staff and
administrators – involved in their introduction to college culture (Clark & Weigand, 2010; FriedGoodnight, 2009).
An example of partnering between academic and student affairs comes from Lepre
(2007). Employing a specific technique to promote student engagement, Lepre (2007)
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approached the task of connecting with undecided students through the application of the theory
of planned behavior (TOPB). A research study was designed, utilizing a pretest-posttest
experiment with college students who were undecided about their majors. Positive messages,
negative messages and “traditional” messages were crafted – all focused on the target behavior
of attending a career decision-making workshop. Students who were exposed to the positively
framed messages about the workshop were impacted the most, indicating that they were more
likely, after exposure to the positive message, to attend. Planting positive messaging about
support services during a student’s first semester could improve the overall use of services. The
common use of “fear tactics” in promoting the use of services (“avoid failure,” “you will be in
school too long and it will cost too much if you're undecided”) may do little to motivate students.
In fact, according to Lepre (2007), it may drive them further away from helpful, supportive
experiences.
Structured Support and Advising
A structured approach to advising and counseling, by providing these services within new
student orientation programs, is beneficial (Andrepont-Warren, 2005; Tucker, 1998). These
studies have shown that students are more satisfied with their first semester of college if they had
more defined career and academic goals and thus, a greater sense of purpose during the transition
to college life.
Hollis (2009) addressed the importance of academic advising in the transition to college.
Just as Scott-Clayton (2011b) described community colleges as a “shapeless river” for new
students, Hollis (2009) suggested that academic advising systems should be revised, where
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needed, to ensure that they are timely and holistic in their scope. Effective new student
programs must attend to the increasing complexity of entering students’ needs, particularly when
students may be entering higher education with substantial life (work and family)
responsibilities. Similarly, in a study conducted to gather more information about holistic preand post-admissions advising, Seidman (1991) found that students who experienced an
“enhanced” experience (which included more opportunities to interact with advisors to address
overall adjustment) fared better in terms of second-year persistence.
In community colleges, new students often expect to receive structured support on entry
(Karp & Bork, 2012). Students who experience difficulty in navigating through the college
environment – not knowing who to seek support from or when – will often place blame on the
institution for not providing necessary services in an intuitive and student-focused manner.
Those providing academic advising, in particular, are often misunderstood in the college
environment. External constituents (parents, family members) as well as internal constituents
(those who are not directly involved in new student services) are often critical of advising
because of their expectations, particularly the expectation that high-quality advising will meet all
students’ needs and in the process, nearly guarantee student success and retention (Tuttle, 2000).
Community colleges may have a more urgent need to establish credibility with students
due to the lackluster perceptions that entering students may have of two-year institutions. Lendy
(2009) identified this concern in her study of community college stakeholders. Of those studied,
high school students were the most critical, citing community colleges as “substandard” because
they linked proximity to quality and assumed that community colleges provided substandard
experiences in all respects: from advising to instruction. In order to effectively support new
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students who may be biased about community college quality, community college practitioners
must ensure that advising services are of high quality and that they are timely and holistic in
their scope. Unfortunately, the comprehensive training that is necessary to achieve these
outcomes is often nonexistent. Advising training has often been relegated to “do it yourself”
efforts or minimal professional development workshops which focus solely on factual
information related to course selection and with little attention directed to holistic student service
and theories of student development, success or retention (Tuttle, 2000).
Students’ Expectations – 24/7 Support
Students may have preconceived notions about community colleges in terms of quality
but their expectations for responsive, individualized service are still pervasive. Students expect
to receive immediate and on-demand access to resources and information (Golubski, 2009) as
well as access to online “virtual” advising services to meet their needs. However, immediate and
person-less access to information may not always be of benefit to students. Black’s (2010) study
of “Generation Y” addressed the communication preferences that “digital natives” (those who
have grown up with a high level of technology exposure) seem to express. Students may be
plugged in and monitoring the world around them through online communities and social
networks, but much of the contact is accomplished without direct social interaction and
engagement. Black (2010) noted that this generation may be the most socialized digitally but it is
also the most isolated in the physical world. Despite the development of online programs to
support students’ success, Black cautioned practitioners and college administrators to temper
technology with a personal touch. It may be critically important to this generation (and those
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that follow) to ensure that technology (and 24/7 access expectations) are balanced with highquality, in-person interactions.
Student access to information, in and of itself, is often not enough. Most new students in
community colleges need to be taught to engage in help-seeking behavior (Karp & Bork, 2012).
Too often, colleges expect students to do it all: identify the need for support and then take the
necessary steps in order to be proactive in subsequently using the services. This may be too
much to ask, given the conflicting roles that community college students typically hold. They
are, simultaneously, parents, spouses, students, workers, and friends, and the role of “student”
can easily be pushed aside to attend to other role-related responsibilities.
Career development theorists such as Super (1990) would encourage an approach which
addresses the life stages and developmental tasks based on his “Life Span” model. The stages of
Growth, Exploration, Establishment, Maintenance, and Decline, according to Super, provide a
meaningful method for assisting individuals in understanding life and career transitions –
including the adjustment associated with entering college. Developing customized support
services that are based on students’ developmental life stages may increase student interest in
and use of services – both those that are offered online and in a face-to-face format.
Support for Undecided Students on Entry
The importance of understanding students’ unique interests is a key objective in ensuring
optimum support for undecided students. A technique employed by Hughes, Gibbons and Mynatt
(2013) focused on a form of narrative career counseling known as the “life design” model. The
authors described the application of the six steps involved in narrative counseling, which created
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opportunities for the counselor and student to work jointly on career exploration and life goals.
They stated that students who are unsure about their purpose in college may need intentional
opportunities to reflect, seek support and try out solutions – all within a supportive context.
Similarly, McMahon and Patton (2002) reviewed the traditional “trait and factor”
approach to career counseling and questioned the relevancy of traditional (and often largely
quantitative) career tools because they may be outdated or insufficient to adequately address the
needs of undecided students today. They said that students who receive more qualitatively
structured career support are more involved in the counseling process. Decisions about careers
are, in fact, “life choices” and perhaps cannot be adequately made based on feedback from
traditional trait and factor career assessment tools. The inherent subjectivity of qualitative
assessment provides opportunities for a more open-ended, narrative exploration of career
options, according to McMahon and Patton (2002).
Holland (1985) crafted a typology of vocational personalities and developed an
innovative intervention, known as the SDS or “Self-Directed Search.” This is perhaps one of the
most well-known examples the traditional “trait and factor” approach. Notable, both then and
now, was Holland’s theoretical focus on better understanding individuals within the context of a
work environment with the goal of achieving “congruence” between the individual and possible
educational and career alternatives (Gottfredson & Johnstun, 2009). This objective can be met
through “trait and factor” career instruments, but they suggest that better outcomes may be
achieved by also employing qualitative career counseling techniques when working with
undecided students.
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While the techniques for addressing a student’s undecided status may vary, there is wide
agreement that the first year of college is a time of transition, one where students begin to
question new ways of thinking and knowing on many levels (Brownlee, Walker, Lennox, Exley
& Pearce, 2009). A student’s ability to self-advocate and seek support is often complicated by
academic history and perceptions about the use of services in college. The disparity between the
need for career counseling support in students’ early college experiences against the observation
that comparatively few actually engaged the services offered is of concern (Ludwikowski, Vogel
& Armstrong, 2009). Students with internalized, stigmatized beliefs about the use of career
counseling may view it as an extension of psychological support, which is often perceived as
attending to deficits or “problems” in the individual. Efforts targeted toward “normalizing” nonacademic support services may increase students’ use of the offerings.
If undecided students need motivational support to seek services, perhaps their life
circumstances and contextual, background information could be examined to help providers
better understand students’ needs. Bohonos (2014) advocated for this approach with adult
students, in particular. He stated that colleges and universities must examine the ways in which a
student is undecided. Is it related to career-changing? In some cases, unemployment or underemployment may drive an adult student to “return to school.” However, when they arrive, are
providers effectively addressing students’ needs by learning more about the reasons for pursuing
attendance? Without considering the unique motivators for each student, broad-based, general
programs for “undecided” students may miss the mark, particularly if a negative career history
and an overall lack of efficacy around career development concerns is not thoughtfully addressed
(Bullock-Yowell, Andrews, McConnell & Campbell, 2012).
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Orientation programs for new students may not be able to meet all of the needs of
undecided students but perhaps a focus on attending to the individual could be beneficial to
encourage engagement and to help promote help-seeking behaviors. Rather than a quick “one
and done” experience, students may benefit from opportunities to establish trust and examine
their reasons for enrolling. The notion of “calling” – an individual’s unique sense of purpose –
may be relevant for orientation developers (Adams, 2012). The relationship between students’
emerging vocational identities and a sense of “calling” was also studied by Galles and Lenz
(2013) to better understand the role of the individual self in selecting a particular career path.
The results of their study pointed to the importance of qualitatively assessing students’ sense of
meaning and purpose in the process of selecting career goals.
Students with life experience – either in the workforce or through the completion of some
college credits – face unique challenges in this regard. Often referred to simply as “adult” or
“non-traditional” students, they may require more individualized attention to develop academic
and career goals. Meeting the needs of adult students is discussed in more detail in the following
section.
Understanding Adults in Transition
While many of the strategies and techniques for assisting students, in general, are
applicable to students across a broad demographic, it should be noted that the particular needs of
adult students in the transition to college should be considered.
In developing orientation and advising programs specifically for adult students, it is
important for program developers and planners to understand the barriers and deterrents to adult

37

student participation in higher education. Darkenwald and Valentine (1990) provided a typology
of barriers to education for adult students and noted six critical factors:


Lack of confidence



Lack of course relevance



Time constraints



Low personal priority



Cost



Personal problems
Advisors and counselors who work with transitioning adult students should be mindful of

the factors – both individually and when they are compounded – in order to design supportive
programs that are flexible yet responsive to adult students’ needs.
However, there is a paucity of research focusing specifically on programs and services
which directly benefit the adult (or “returning adult”) student. In part, adult students (generally
defined as those 25 years of age or older) defy description. Unlike their “traditional,” recent
high-school graduate classmates, when adult students enter higher education they are
immediately confronted by barriers related to balancing work, family, and school, yet they share
the fears and concerns of their traditional-aged counterparts regarding their potential for success
and completion.
Further complicating the task of developing programs for returning adult students is the
challenge associated with a population known as swirlers – a term introduced by Milliron and
Wilson (2004) to describe the trend toward adult student enrollment in community colleges
specifically for the purpose of certification, professional development credentialing, or targeted
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training – all to maintain status or seek additional opportunities within their profession. Often,
these students already hold bachelor’s degrees but arrive on the doorsteps of community colleges
seeking clear-cut and often short-term solutions to enhance their current positions or prepare for
graduate school. As these types of adult students arrive, advising and counseling programs are
challenged to meet their unique needs. Milliron and Wilson (2004) call these “returning to
college” adult students swirlers because of their movement from one learning environment to
another – seeking the best educational opportunity to meet their overall needs.
Similarly, efforts such as those described by Erisman and Steele (2012) and Capps (2012)
point to the importance of responding to adult students’ needs with dedicated, tailored
programming. For example, they suggest that adult-friendly practices be adopted by colleges in
order to tend to adult students’ concerns and individual needs from the very first point of contact
with the college. If an adult student is to feel confident in the decision to enroll, it must be
accompanied by a sense that support will be available to overcome barriers related to fears,
finances and more.
Student demographics in higher education continue to shift (Brock, 2010). The
“traditional” college student (defined as a recent high school graduate enrolling immediately
after high school) has become the new minority in higher education, with only 27% of
undergraduates meeting the traditional student description. During the same time period (19912000) the U.S. Department of Education defined 28% of undergraduates as “highly nontraditional” because they met the following criteria (Brock, 2010):


In their 20s or older



Working while going to school
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Raising children (some as single parents)



Some without a high school diploma
Despite the fact that adult learners are diverse in terms of their needs and goals as they

enter higher education, it is essential to attempt to better understand the factors which may
contribute to, or detract from, their potential for success – at a highly individualized and personal
level. Levin (2007) constructed a typology for adult learning in community colleges which
addressed the continuum of potential “risk” for adult students. His model described risk levels
from low to “ultra-high” based on the number of hours of work per week, and parenting status as
well as first-generation and socioeconomic status. As Levin (2007) pointed out, too many adult
students are effectively invisible on college campuses; their presence is detected through
enrollment but their specific needs are often cloaked from service providers because trust does
not yet exist between the student and the campus community.
Promising strategies for supporting adult students in transition do exist. Pusser et al.
(2007) suggested that those interested in supporting adult students consider four “lessons”:
1. There is no “typical” adult learner – they are diverse in terms of demographics and
aspirations.
2. Beware the “hidden colleges” which exist in the form of short-term, online and noncredit programs.
3. The “well-worn” path followed by traditional students typically does not work for
adults.
4. Adult learners need a guide to successfully enter and develop a path to success.
Social support networks are important but perhaps most strikingly so at the entry point
into college. Early in the transition to college, adult students may have support from family or
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friends – if they are fortunate. Although the workplace can also be a source of support, it may
also include obstacles and barriers if peers perceive a colleague as becoming more skilled and
perhaps more threatening to their own sense of security. Often overlooked is the importance of
asking students about the types of support they might need – from the campus community. This
is a critical step in assessing whether or not current programs and practices are meeting adult
students’ expectations (Lundberg, McIntire & Creasman, 2008). Advisors and counselors would
serve students well if they focused on helping adult students articulate their needs and then
provided the needed support. For example, practitioners might address improvements in
performance-based scholarships for adults (and not always upon entry: perhaps after momentum
is gained) to provide critical assistance to adults (Brock, 2010).
Increasingly, the challenge for orientation practitioners is to create separate orientation
programs for non-traditional students as they enter college life (Cuevas & Timmerman, 2010). I
address considerations for developing orientation programs, including those for new, adult
students, in the following section.
New Student Orientation Programs
New student orientation programs are often the programmatic vehicle of choice to
accomplish the objectives of supporting new students’ entry into higher education. There are
sharp differences in the composition of programs offered at two-year vs. four-year colleges. One
of the most significant differences is related to the amount of time allotted for programs at
community colleges. Unlike their four-year counterparts in orientation programming,
community college providers are typically challenged to provide services and programs within a
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shorter time frame, often in one day, despite the fact that programs are often inclusive of testing
processes to place students into entry-level courses. At four-year institutions, orientation
programs must also attend to the residential life needs of students and thus offer multi-day
experiences, inclusive of academic advising, registration as well as student life and campus
events.
Regardless of the format or content, the most important factors in new student orientation
are the social integration aspects and connections to people (Cuseo, 2013). As Tinto (1993)
pointed out, orientation programs should exercise caution in how information is shared. As
valuable as the programmatic content might be, students will make better use of important
college information if it is delivered by caring professionals in a format which allows for the
integration of information in a meaningful, person-centered manner. In this way, orientation
programs – despite the time constraints they may operate within – must avoid being an
“information dump” where they inadvertently overload students with disconnected, yet wellintended information. Cuseo (2013) described an optimal orientation program as one that
“minimizes impersonal orientation information and procedural details and maximizes social
integration, inspiration and motivation” (p. 5).
National networks exist to support those charged with delivering new student programs.
The National Resource Center for the First-Year Experience and Students in Transition and the
National Orientation Directors Association (NODA) provide new student professionals with
resources, research, support and networking opportunities to engage in program improvement
and to ensure that programs are well-designed and responsive to students’ needs. In 2010, these
two organizations created a monograph of best practices for designing orientation programs
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(Ward-Roof, 2010). Divided into sections which are focused on the rationale for orientation
programs and their organization, it provides the reader with an overview of key program
components, including the importance of tending to students’ hierarchy of needs, according to
Maslow’s (1954) theory. In this manner, orientation programs should endeavor to promote the
potential for “self-actualization” in students by providing for both their immediate and ongoing
needs in the college transition process. According to Zoellner (2005), orientation programs, in
particular, should be leveraged to provide students with structured yet individualized college
transition experiences and should attend to the particular needs of students who may enter atrisk.
In community colleges, the student population is wide-ranging, as they serve both recent
high school graduates and adult students. In the State of Illinois, particular concerns have been
expressed about college readiness of high school students and the role that high schools play in
adequately preparing students for higher education (Baber, Castro, & Bragg, 2010; Conley,
2009). Conley’s (2009) model identified key cognitive strategies, key content, academic
behaviors, and contextual skills and awareness as essential if first-year college students are to be
successful in non-remedial, credit-bearing coursework in higher education. Orientation programs
must extend across the spectrum of student preparedness, from remedial students to highachieving Advanced Placement (AP)-earning scholars and those returning to community colleges
with credit from 4-year universities.
To this end, it will be helpful if high schools and higher education institutions could forge
stronger partnerships, particularly in order to meet President Obama's American Graduation
Initiative by 2020. Innovative programs which might improve the secondary education to higher
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education transition must be identified and achieved (Barnett & Hughes, 2010). Community
colleges, in particular, are uniquely situated to develop these partnerships in order to more
effectively facilitate high school students’ transition to higher education.
Peer Support – Orientation Leaders
The use of peers in new student programs has the potential of enhancing student success
by providing role modeling and mentoring. Montero (2009) examined the persistence and GPA
of students in programs supported by peer leaders and found more student success when peers
were involved. Montero (2009) suggested that enhanced social integration, through the inclusion
of peers, can contribute to greater student success.
Including peers in orientation programs is also strongly recommended by Cuevas and
Timmerman (2010) for a variety of reasons, not least of which is the opportunity to achieve a
student-to-student connection between new students and peer leaders. Orientation programs
benefit from the use of peers because of the low-cost staffing but also because peer leaders can
speak directly from their experience about campus life and student activities. Peer leaders are
also especially credible advocates in that they can encourage new students to use services based
on their first-hand experiences. Interestingly, as Latino and Ashcraft (2012) point out, the intent
of most peer educator programs is to support fellow students – in a myriad of different ways
depending upon the learning environment – whether co-curricular or curricular in nature.
However, in recent research findings, they report that substantial growth often occurs for the peer
leaders themselves. Serving as a peer leader can provide students with growth in leadership
development and a heightened sense of personal identity, purpose, and goals. Peer leaders
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develop interpersonal skills, presentation and facilitation skills, and problem-solving skills as a
result of their work in orientation programs.
Peer leaders are also beneficial prior to the transition to college. Efforts targeted toward
closing the gap between high school and college (through pre-orientation programs led by peer
educators) are becoming more common (Coulter-Kern, Coulter-Kern, Schenkel, Walker, &
Fogle, 2013). In Coulter-Kern et al.’s study, college students were trained to use a career
inventory as a service learning project with high school seniors by administering and interpreting
the career test to them. The college students learned more about their own career goals while
providing support to high school peers who were undecided.
Pre- and Post-Orientation Experiences
Pre-orientation experiences may be beneficial and post-orientation programs may also
provide support. At DeSales University, authors Michael, Dickson, Ryan, and Koefer (2010)
implemented a “summer college readiness” program (ACT 101) designed to provide students
with an intensive, four-day summer bridge program focusing on: college study habits, taking
lecture notes, preparing for exams, and college-level writing. While the authors reported that the
ACT 101 program had a positive impact on student retention, they emphasized the difference
between programmatic “scaffolding” vs. “hand-holding.” They differentiated between the two
approaches by highlighting the student effort required to effectively “scaffold” – to use resources
and seek support independently vs. depriving students of emerging self-advocacy skills by
providing too much support (“hand-holding”).
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Padgett, Keup, and Pascarella (2012) extended our understanding of the potential benefits
of extended, post-orientation experiences (often known as FYE courses) beyond the positive data
about its impact on persistence. Using longitudinal data, they were able to establish the impact
of first-year seminars on students’ orientations to lifelong learning. Their study suggested that a
positive experience in transitioning to higher education can have more far-reaching impact than
previously acknowledged. Similarly, Ben-Avie et al. (2012) found FYE programs to be vehicles
for fostering a “future orientation” to college that may enhance students’ resiliency in the college
transition process and beyond.
Conclusion
The challenge for community colleges is that there are many seemingly competing efforts
attempting to surround students with the support and assistance they might need. Tinto (1993) as
well as Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) and Astin (1977) provided cautionary advice, noting the
critical importance of attending to the unique needs of each individual in all efforts. The college
transition process is fraught with new experiences and can summon inner turmoil and doubt in
even the most confident of students (Bickerstaff et al., 2012; Karp, 2011; Karp & Bork, 2012).
Self-knowledge and courage are powerful motivators to assist students in withstanding and
persevering through change. New student programs which can provide opportunities for
students to understand their purpose in higher education, related to their unique and individual
goals and aspirations, are essential (Cuseo, 2013). However, programs that attempt to provide
generalized support to students without the opportunity for students to find a “touchstone
person” – the one who will guide, support, and understand students’ needs – will be less likely to
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provide the necessary student-centered assistance. As more students enter higher education
unprepared or underprepared, colleges must provide support, on entry, to help students succeed.
Overall, orientation programs and new student advising appear to have a positive yet
indirect effect on persistence and completion (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) and this may be due
to the predominant focus on social integration in the new student processes. The goal in optimal
service delivery should be addressing the complexity of new students’ entering needs while
fostering a sense of resiliency and motivation.
Despite the broad range of efforts and initiatives, it is difficult to define what is most
effective in supporting students in transition. Students’ entering needs, goals, and aspirations are
varied and the temptation exists to offer programs and services in the most generalized and
accessible manner as possible. The well-intended (and economically mindful) “one size fits all”
method of supporting students may unintentionally backfire, by making it easier for students to
opt out and avoid using services that may be of benefit to them.
The key to improving the professional practice of orientation may be in program
assessment. An example of just such an effort can be seen in work done at Eastern Michigan
University (Erwin, 1997) with the formation of a retention council specifically for the purpose of
reducing the impediments and barriers to students’ use of academic advising. By streamlining
services and engaging in a campus-wide self-study, the delivery of services was reframed and
improved. Certainly this is the encouragement from Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) who, as a result
of a three-year evaluation of new student programs at a community college in Michigan, drafted
a toolkit for orientation professionals to support the thoughtful and intentional examination of
their programs.
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Encouragement to engage in assessment practices also comes from Angelo (1999), who
is a proponent of individual campuses and programs conducting thoughtful assessment and selfevaluation. In orientation, the over-abundance of information delivered to new students could be
more effectively viewed as “learning opportunities.” In that way, perhaps those planning and
implementing the program could consider the ways in which students’ attention can be captured
as they begin to learn new material. The burden is on the program developer to demonstrate
excitement and enthusiasm for the content – the new learning.
Angelo’s (1999) encouragement to engage students with excitement may help community
college educators as they attempt to balance programmatic efficiency against students’ rightful
expectations that they will receive ongoing and personalized support. Allowing students the
opportunity to face their fears and concerns (in a supportive environment) while tending to their
needs – both academic and non-academic – can only occur if each individual’s story, their
personal “narrative” about their history, their reasons for entering higher education, and their
emerging goals can be described and developed. Techniques such as advising interventions and
high-school-to-college “bridge” programs, as well as first-year experience offerings, can be
effective in supporting students as they transition to higher education but only if prescribed to
students based on their unique needs. Similarly, better understanding adult students in
community colleges is essential and may require additional research and dedicated programming
to effectively support their potential for success and completion.
Capps (2012) may have described the challenge most succinctly by simply noting that
although we are often informed and aware of practices that contribute to students’ success, we
may be somewhat negligent in that we do not always develop and steward programs and services
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that work. Brock (2010) would agree. “Without clear evidence of what to do differently,
colleges and universities are likely to continue the same programs and services that they have
been running for years, and with similar results” (Brock, 2010, p. 126).

CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
“Doing orientation advising is hard because it’s so quick and “one and done.” I wish we had more time
– both in orientation itself and in follow-up opportunities. I worry about some of the students when they
leave. They are so full of info but much of it isn’t relevant to them yet”.
(Anonymous counselor comment)

The purpose of this study was to examine new student orientation and to identify
improvements to support the success of new students, on entry, into community college. The
intention of the study was to provide community college counselors, advisors, and peer leaders
with assistance in better understanding the needs of new students through the use of a
participatory action research (PAR) framework focusing on process improvement in orientation.
Recent research calls for an examination of current practices in community college student
matriculation:
Community colleges support a wide array of students, including traditional and nontraditional, daytime and evening, part-time and full-time as well as career-oriented and
academic-transfer-oriented students. To meet the needs of this diverse student
population, community colleges offer a complex variety of programs and courses, such
that students in a community college may have a far greater number of choices available
than students enrolled in a four-year institution. Many community college students are
confused or overwhelmed by the number and complexity of choices they face, which can
result in “mistakes” – unexamined decisions they make that waste their time and money
or that divert them from a promising academic or career path. (Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014,
p. 1)
As community colleges struggle to provide services to a diverse body of students,
orientation professionals are encouraged to engage in a self-examination of processes and
practices to identify opportunities for improvement (Cuseo, 2013; Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014;
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Scott-Clayton, 2011a). The recent work of Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) focused on just such a
process as the Community College Research Center (CCRC) partnered to redesign new student
intake and orientation at Macomb Community College. In this study, the “practitioner packet”
developed by Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) was used to guide a similar evaluation of process
improvement by utilzing a participatory action research (PAR) framework and by deploying the
Cuseo (2013) self-assesssment model for orientation professionals as well as the CAS (2011)
standards for orientation. (Cuseo self-assessment model [2013] used by permission; personal
communication, August 18, 2014.)
Research Design: Participatory Action Research
The use of a PAR framework for research is called for, as new student orientation
processes in community colleges have increased in complexity. Engaging practitioners in a
process of introspective examination of programs and practices is nicely aligned with the PAR
model. Often described as an “ensemble research production” (Glassman, Erdem, &
Bartholomew, 2013) participatory action research has the potential to help professionals create
meaningful, purposeful, and student-centered change. As Glassman et al. (2013) described the
benefits of action research, they noted that “members of a community engaged in goal-driven
activities interact with each other based on patterns…learned over time” (p. 272). As such, the
benefit of the PAR model is in the opportunity it offers – to help colleagues challenge current
habits and practices and potentially change entrenched ways of thinking and doing – often
learned over time and within the culture of an organization.
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The use of the PAR framework is often the result of a desire to improve one’s
professional practice and to make contributions within a specific community. Participatory
action research can be a direct conduit to change when those who are most involved are the
primary researchers. As a method of fostering change, PAR is seen as powerful tool. “When
people become more involved…(they) become more passionate about what they can accomplish,
and set out to make changes and the world improves” (James, 2008, p. 129).
Participatory action research is characterized by its qualitative nature; it is “emergent” in
the sense that successive and iterative cycles of inquiry may yield results that are not easily
predicted or anticipated. As Anderson and Herr (2005) described action research, they noted that
it has the potential to be beneficial to both the institution and the individual: “In the field of
education, action research has enjoyed widespread success, both as an individual route to
professional development and as a collaborative route to professional and institutional change”
(p. 17).
Methods
Research Site
In order for the reader to have a thick, contextualized understanding of the research
setting, a detailed description of the community college in the study is now offered. Details
about the college itself – its history, student demographics, and the nature of current new student
offerings are described in the following section.
The setting for this study was Harper College, a northwest suburban community college
located outside of Chicago, Illinois that will celebrate its 50th anniversary in 2017. The college
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serves approximately 15,000 credit students annually in associate degree and certificate
programs. The student population is becoming increasingly diverse, which is a reflection of the
demographic changes in the local community. The college serves a population of students that is
56% female, 44% male, 58% Caucasian, 18% Hispanic, 11% Asian, and 5% Black NonHispanic. In terms of the college completion and transfer rate, the college reports a transfer rate
of 33% and a graduation rate of 19%. Financial aid needs are well-documented, with 26% of
students receiving grant funds and 14% receiving loans to support their enrollment (Harper
College Fact Book, 2012-13).
The Center for New Students and Orientation has been a source of new student support
since its origination in 1983. The mission of the Center for New Students is to support new
students through individualized service. Although the primary orientation program serves nearly
6,000 new students annually, orientation options to meet the needs of many special populations,
such as students with disabilities, scholarship students and developmental, at-risk students are
also offered.
Anchored within the Center for New Students, the orientation program is organizationally
aligned to the Enrollment Services area of the college under the Dean of Enrollment Services and
the Provost. In 2009, the college adopted a new organizational model and moved away from the
previous structure of separate “Academic Affairs” and “Student Affairs” divisions with the
creation of a Provost’s role. This reflected the desire to foster more collaboration between the
academic and student service arms of the college. However, new student orientation still
operates largely as a student service function with limited integration with academic affairs.
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Attendance at orientation is required of all new, degree-seeking students and it includes
components of mandatory placement testing and advising. Additional supportive services, such
as disability support, English as a second language advising, success services, career counseling,
and transfer planning are also made available to students. Student evaluations consistently
provide positive input about orientation (for example, 90% or higher agreement with statements
such as “I felt welcomed at Orientation” and “Orientation helped me understand the basics about
degree requirements”) but targeted questions designed to solicit feedback from students about
their expectations of the experience and hoped-for outcomes have not been included (see
Appendix I: Harper College New Student Orientation Evaluation Report, Summer Semester
2014).
Orientation: Current Program Components
Introduction to the Overall Orientation Process: Orientation includes mandatory
placement testing followed by individual advising and registration; students schedule all
appointments through their student portal and a feature designed specifically to support new
students – the “Getting Started” tab.
Orientation Resources/Online Preview – in the Student Portal: The “Getting Started” tab
in each student’s portal provides students with test prep links as well as direct access to a 30minute, online “orientation preview” which students are encouraged to view at any time in the
new student transition process (helpful for early applicants, beneficial for “place-bound students”
who may not be able to attend orientation in person, and returning adult students). It is also a
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useful “recap” resource for students who may wish to explore transfer information, use of the
catalog, and/or use of services more fully post-orientation.
Mandatory Pre-Advising Session: Students are required to attend one of the many
weekly presentations – heavily focused on services and resources. Students participate in a
hands-on, detailed review of the student portal, learn about campus safety and student conduct
expectations, and prepare for individualized advising by learning about educational options in
preparation for course and transfer planning. These sessions are led jointly by professional staff
and peer orientation leaders.
Individualized Advising: Students receive individualized advising immediately
following the presentation. A unique “student composite report” is used to provide counselors
and advisors with one report about students’ placement levels in reading, English, and math,
prior credit, the possible need for disability support services, AP and ACT scores, program of
study, and transfer schools of interest.
Follow-Up Advising: Because of the volume of information shared during orientation –
both in the presentation and in individual advising, the phrase “unlimited refills” is used to
encourage students to return for additional advising, as needed and without an appointment, to
address issues and concerns that run the gamut from retesting and schedule adjustments to fullscale changes in program of study and/or transfer schools.
Enrolling – Supporting a Student’s First Registration: Although students are taught how
to enroll in courses during the presentation, peer leaders provide support to students to develop
schedules and complete actual course registration, post-advising. Peer leaders are trained to be
student advocates and experts in schedule-building, use of services, and positively representing

55

the institution while encouraging same-day enrollment while students are on-campus for
orientation.
“Tour on Demand”: Once a new student’s schedule is built, peer leaders provide one-onone guidance by conducting an individual tour for any student who is interested. In this manner,
students who may have received a general College tour during the recruitment period also have
an opportunity to tour the campus based on his/her specific schedule for the coming term. Peer
leaders also provide suggestions to students about parking and campus navigation during this
optional component of orientation.
Conditional Admission Students – Early College and Non-High School Graduates:
Prospective concurrent students – both high school and home school students – are required to
participate in one-on-one orientation experiences with a counselor to assess college readiness and
to determine whether students are academically and socially prepared to enroll in college
courses. Similarly, non-high school graduate applicants are served to address high school/GED
completion and to plan for college enrollment.
Support for Parents and Families: Parents and family members in attendance at
orientation receive a packet of information tailored specifically for them to address concerns
regarding campus safety, navigation, and common advising FAQs. Parents and family members
are also supported through an online “Parent and Family Guide” with topical updates about the
student experience across the academic year (e.g., withdrawal dates, payment deadlines, use of
services, parenting challenges with a commuter student).
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Site Concerns Regarding Student Academic Preparedness
Student preparedness is a concern, given the increases in developmental (below collegeready) placement of students in English, reading, and math courses. Only one-third of the
students in the highest level of developmental math ultimately enroll in a college-level course
and only half of the students enrolled in the highest levels of developmental English and reading
enroll in college-level English courses (Harper College Student Success Report 2012-13). As a
result, numerous programs and interventions have been developed to support the success of
students who are entering with skills that are below college-level and many of those programs
are introduced to students through the advising that occurs in orientation.
Placement Testing – Prelude to Orientation
The decision in 2012 to require placement testing of all entering degree-seeking students
(as opposed to the previous college practice of requiring only full-time students to test) was an
effort aimed at early identification of developmental needs. In requiring placement testing of all
degree-seekers, a broader demographic of students became involved in the mandatory orientation
program which students complete after testing. Previously, the majority of students who were
required to attend were traditional students who were either recent high school graduates or
students who returned to the community college after earning a semester or two of credit at a 4year university. The policy change to include all degree-seekers in the testing and orientation
process resulted in more adult students being required to attend and with that, the realization that
the college may need to adjust its efforts to better meet the needs of adult and young adult
students.
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Adult Students
Adult student enrollment has declined over the past several years for adult students
(defined as 25 and older) and young adult students (defined as 19-24). Increasingly, concerns
are expressed by counselors and advisors about the greater complexity of adult students’ needs
and the college’s ability to address them. For example, more “adult” students appear to be
arriving as students with previous college credit – up from 16.8% of the total adult student
population in 2009 to 20% in 2012 (Harper College Student Success Report, 2012-13). The
notion of a sub-population of adult students, sometimes known as swirlers, may be worthy of
additional attention. Defined as collegiate nomads, this population of adult students tends to
move from one college or university to the next in order to accumulate credit as quickly as
possible or with as much cost-savings as possible (DeVise, 2010).
Sample
The PAR team gathered data with three stakeholder groups: students served in
orientation, peer leaders who work in the orientation program, and counselors and advisors in
orientation who provide advising and transition support to new students. Focus group guides
were written to align with the overall research questions for the study:
Research Question #1: How do orientation stakeholders (students, peer leaders,
counselors and advisors) perceive their current orientation program?
Research Question #2: Considering the program assessment models offered by Cuseo
(2013), Jaggars and Fletcher (2014), and CAS (Council for the Advancement of
Standards in Higher Education, 2011), what improvements are necessary to improve
orientation and provide better support to new community college students?
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Focus groups were conducted during one month of intense data collection. The focus
groups with advisors and counselors permitted an in-depth exploration of attitudes and beliefs
about orientation and about the ways in which the experience could be improved – from a
practitioner’s perspective. Advisor and counselor participants were selected using a purposeful
sampling technique (Patton, 2002) in order to generate insightful input from those directly
involved in delivering orientation services. Similarly, peer orientation leaders were selected
from the current pool of students working in the program and they were also recruited through
purposeful sampling. Lastly, student participants in the orientation program itself were recruited
through lists of recent attendees and purposeful sampling.
The use of purposeful sampling reflects the desire to solicit insight about programmatic
effectiveness – directly from those most involved in the process of delivering and receiving new
student orientation services. As Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) suggested, soliciting input from
both students and staff will likely result in the most comprehensive identification of areas where
students may be struggling with complexity in new student processes. To that end, the selection
criteria for student participants required that each student participated fully in all parts of
orientation and that detailed advising notes were accessible for demographic and academic goal
identification. Similarly, in order to gather the broadest possible input about their experiences in
working with new students, peer leaders, counselors and advisors were selected to participate
based on having experience in working in orientation, ideally for at least one year or more.
What follows is a detailed description of that effort, by stakeholder population.
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Students Served in Orientation
New students who had been the recent recipients of services in the orientation program
participated in a focus group to provide their input about the current program and provide input
about possible areas of improvement. New student evaluation input was also reviewed by the
PAR team to examine recent feedback from students related to orientation objectives and
intended outcomes.
The students in attendance represented the broad demographic of the institution and were
identified through lists of orientation attendees and purposeful sampling by the PAR team. Five
female and three male students were in the group, ranging from 18 to 32 years of age. See Table
1 for descriptive information about the student participants.
Peer Leaders in Orientation
Peer leaders participated in the study to provide input about their direct work with new
students. Eight of our current peer orientation leaders (five females and three males ranging in
age from 18 to 24) were invited to attend a focus group in order to share their perspectives about
the program from their unique point of view as both students and members of the team delivering
orientation services. Their input reflected their motivation and commitment to service. The
researchers were surprised by their insightfulness and candor about ways in which the program
could improve. See Table 2 for descriptive information about the peer leader participants.
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Table 1
Student Participant Descriptions
Student A
Age: 22
White/Caucasian female

Student B
Age: 25
Black male
originally from Nigeria
Student C
Age: 18

Works full-time at a local restaurant while being enrolled full-time. Interested in
nutrition or physical therapy as a possible major and is enrolled in a developmental
math course because she did poorly in math in high school. She feels a need to make
up for her gap between high school and college and wants to graduate as soon as
possible so she can transfer.
Is interested in business and hopeful that he can improve his family situation. He
and his family have been in the U.S. for just two years and are trying to open up a
small business but have been struggling. He is enrolled full-time and is working both
a full-time and part-time job to help his family. Unsure about the options to obtain a
two-year vs. four-year degree and transfer processes.
Enrolled in all developmental classes (Math, Reading, and English) but has interests
in law enforcement and business as possible majors.

First-generation Latino
male
Student D
Age: 21
African American female

Is interested in attending community college to improve her GPA to transfer. Works
5-10 hours per week but admits to having many family responsibilities that involve
caring for elders and siblings. Is interested in a future career as a mental health
counselor.

First generation to attend
college
Student E
Age: 24
White/Caucasian male
Student F
Age: 18
Latina female
Student G
Age: 32
Polish female
Student H
Age: 19
Asian female

Placed into developmental English and Reading and is interested in a career program
related to computer information systems (and currently works in that field but
without a credential but had some transfer credit). Unsure about his ability to
relocate out of the area. Has a girlfriend and is a new father of a 6-month-old son.
Is interested in nursing and working on her certified nursing assistant credential. Has
many family responsibilities and works 30+ hours per week while enrolled in 9
credit hours. Has concerns about how to transfer and her ability to save enough
money to make that happen.
Has four children and recently divorced. Receiving support from the Women’s
Program so that she can enroll in her first college class. Interested in business and
focused on improving her education to set a good example for her children.
Graduated with honors from her high school but was unable to maintain her
scholarship at a 4-year college nearby due to personal and family problems. Is
interested in medicine as a future career but is unsure about the two-year programs
at Harper vs. transferring again.
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Counselors and Advisors in Orientation
Counselors and advisors who provide orientation support to new students participated in
two focus groups, each with seven counselors and advisors (ranging from 27 to 67 years of age).
The participants in the study all hold master’s degrees in college counseling, student
development, student personnel, or psychology and their expertise includes specialties in
advising first-year students, STEM (science, technology, engineering and math), health career
programs, business and management, athletic advising, and transfer advising as well as
specialties in supporting transferring students and undecided students.
The first focus group of counselors and advisors addressed the current state of orientation and
ideas for improvement and the second focus group addressed RQ #2 in more detail related to
program assessment models. Each participant was selected based on their role in serving new
students in orientation. Participants in the second focus group were provided with information
about the program assessment models offered by Cuseo (2013), Jaggars and Fletcher (2014), and
Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education - CAS (2011) in advance and
were asked to read each in preparation for the discussion.
Three co-researchers participated in this participatory action research (PAR) study. All
hold master’s degrees in advising and counseling and have been providing services and support
to new students for a combined 30+ years. (Additional information about each co-researcher can
be found in Chapter IV.)
Bogdan and Biklen (2007) provide encouraging advice to the action researcher by noting,
“…team research can be satisfying and productive. As with every team effort, it is important to
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Table 2
Peer Leader Participant Descriptions
Peer Leader A
Age: 18
Middle Eastern
Female

Is majoring in business with plans to transfer to earn her bachelor’s degree
and ultimately her master’s degree (MBA). Involved in campus clubs and
organizations and works as a tutor in a local after-school program at a
middle school.

Peer Leader B
Age: 19
White/Caucasian
Male

Enrolled at Harper after an unsuccessful year at an out-of-state 4-year
school. For both financial and family reasons, he needed to be closer to
home and he is planning to major in communication or education.

Peer Leader C
Age: 20
African American
Male

Is majoring in sports communication but is also interested in music as a
possible career. Very involved in music programs and events and is part of
an ensemble percussion group at the College.

Peer Leader D
Age: 24
Latina
Female
Peer Leader E
Age: 18
White/Caucasian
Male
Peer Leader F
Age: 20
White/Caucasian
Female
Peer Leader G
Age: 19
African American
Female
Peer Leader H
Age: 21
White/Caucasian
Female

Is majoring in nursing and already earned a bachelor’s degree but
returned to college to complete her credential in healthcare. Works as an
orientation leader but also at a local hospital because she’s become a
certified nursing assistant.
Is interested in biology as a major with a possible interest in teaching as a
career. Works a full-time job in addition to his work as a leader on campus.

Is majoring in psychology and education. Involved in on- campus clubs and
organizations and is a volunteer at a local animal shelter.

Is a transfer back to community college due to family needs and a dislike
for the 4-year college she originally enrolled in. Interested in math and
science but unsure about her possible major.
Is nearing graduation from Harper after being enrolled as a part-time
student in order to work a full-time job and help her family. Interested in
transferring out of state to major in marine science or zoology.
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be linked to people with whom you feel comfortable – people who work as hard as you and who
share your values and your understanding of the division of labor in decision making” (p. 80). I
was fortunate to have dedicated professionals as my co-researchers and they were equally
invested in the effort.
Along with a review of the IRB process, all participants received assurances of
confidentiality to protect participant identity, including pseudonyms as part of obtaining their
informed consent.
The benefit of action research is that, by the very nature of the study, participants carried
their own unique experiences – from their roles in service to others – into the project. As Freire
(1992) observed, as human beings, we carry our memories, our selves “soaked in history” (p. 23)
into every experience. Participants in this study did the same as they were asked to examine their
practice in serving new students in orientation or in receiving those services as students
themselves.
Data Collection
Participatory action research is utilized for the purpose of improving a specific
circumstance and it is conducted in an iterative cycle of discovery, measurable action, and
reflection (James, 2008). In this manner, PAR can be viewed as less of a method and more of a
process, which creates the context for change and knowledge development (Kidd & Kral, 2005).
Based on qualitative data collection, action research utilizes semi-structured interviews
and focus groups as well as journals, case notes, and observations to gather data. James (2008)
stressed the importance of engaging in a “conscious collection of thought as data” (p. 79).
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Throughout the PAR process, open-ended questions were used to provide researchers with the
ability to hear the voices of those studied and within their own context – essential in order to
gather the broadest data set possible (Hanson, Creswell, Clark, Petska, & Creswell, 2005).
Cycle I - Gathering Information – Orientation “Reconnaissance’”
Because action research is an unfolding experience, it is difficult to predict the exact
focus of each research cycle. By deploying the method suggested by Jaggars and Fletcher
(2014), the first cycle of action research consisted of data gathering about orientation. The first
task in action research is often “what are the questions?” (Kidd & Kral, 2005). Understanding the
experiences of students, peer leaders as well as counselors and advisors – as the primary
stakeholders in orientation – generates knowledge to inform action. In participatory action
research, those involved in the inquiry become partners who share the responsibility for
identifying local challenges. This process was described by Denzin and Lincoln (1994) as
“Human beings creating their reality through participation, experience and action” (p. 206).
I utilized the technique suggested by Chevalier and Buckles (2013) in the early stages of
the first research cycle. Their “timeline development” activity for co-researchers provided an
opportunity for the group (described by James [2008] as a “project team” rather than a research
group) to gain a historical perspective related to the topic of concern. In this case, a historical
view of key programmatic events in orientation assisted researchers in gaining a perspective that
was beneficial toward identifying areas of concern and/or areas for improvement. Similarly, the
technique described as brainstorming an “ideal state” for a given program or service was useful,
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in the early stages of Cycle I, to identify areas for improvement (Chevalier & Buckles, 2013;
Cuseo, 2013).
The notion of the principal researcher serving largely as a facilitator for problem-solving
is described by Merriam and Simpson (2000) as a key distinguishing feature in participatory
action research. Unlike other research methods, a PAR model is a “collaborative activity that is
achieved through critically examined actions of individual and group members” (p. 124).
As the study began in Cycle I, the objective was to identify emerging opportunities for
improvement through a systematic examination of current practices in orientation. The selfassessment model created by Cuseo (2013) was used so that counseling and advising participants
could evaluate the current program against programmatic goals and intentions for “best practice”
service to students in orientation:
The Cuseo Self- Assessment Model: Is the Orientation Program:


Personalized to meet students’ needs?



Developed to orient new students to people and not just buildings and information?



Designed to include peer leaders in the process (Student Orientation Leaders)?



Relevant to students’ current needs for support?



Focused on both academic planning and student life?



Required of students or is it optional?



Customized to meet the needs of non-traditional students?



Inclusive of a parent or family member component?



Inclusive of an inspirational or celebratory ritual upon entry (convocation)?
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Connected to co-curricular programs and/or courses to support students beyond
Orientation?
The importance of gathering both practitioner and student data cannot be overstated.

Concerns about student success and numerous suggestions for process improvement are in
evidence throughout the campus, as of this writing. Various task forces, committees, and
initiatives are in place as discussions about improvement continue outside of this study.
Suggestions for orientation improvement have included the notion of providing additional career
decision-making support for undecided students, and providing targeted support for returning
adult students as well as the idea of deploying a substantially streamlined, online-only program.
However, these discussions typically occur without direct input from students. The intention of
this research was to seek direct input from students (and the counselors and advisors who work
with them) to identify meaningful modifications to improve orientation. Suggestions from the
“practitioner’s guide” developed by the CCRC as well as Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) and CAS
(2011) standards were used to formulate questions for the focus groups in order to better
understand the ways in which the College can implement solutions to improve the new student
experience. This was the heart of the reconnaissance effort.
As the PAR team assembled, the group became involved in guiding the data collection
process – including the content of focus group questions. This is the nature of cooperative
inquiry (Heron, 1996). It is based on principles of humanistic psychology and the notions of
subjectivity in the human experience. Lather (1986) made the point by stating “…the degree to
which the research process reorients, focuses and energizes participants toward knowing reality
in order to transform it” (p. 272) is the great unknown in action research. Are participants open
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to change and sincere in their efforts? The perspective offered by Anderson and Herr (2005) also
speaks to the innately humanistic element of action research. In action research, all participants
(including the researcher) enter the experience with their complex histories and personal
experiences: anecdotes which will shape and direct the research itself. They strongly urge those
conducting action research to maintain a journal of detailed “field notes” to chronicle all
observations from each cycle of research and throughout the process.
Cycle II – Considering Improvements
PAR teams typically take little action during the first cycle of research. It is more
advisable for the object of the study to be completely reviewed and considered from all angles
before changes are made and this is especially true when systemic changes are sought (James,
2008). As suggestions for improvement surfaced as a result of Cycle I, the focus in Cycle II was
on the evaluation of implementation strategies and continuing the work of the PAR team to
consider options and alternatives. This reflective process is essential in action research. The
data gathered must be discussed and thus time spent debriefing as a project team is an important
step in the research protocol. As Glassman et al. (2013) noted, the focus in action research is on
the process of change and participants in the process become learners themselves as they gain
new perspectives and consider their capacity for problem-solving.
Cycle III – Implementing and Assessing Improvement
In this third cycle of research, the PAR team made recommendations for improvement in
the new student orientation process, based on the work completed in Cycle II and the findings
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which resulted. This is the stage in the study where teams can respond to what has been studied
and prepare to “do something about it” (Kidd & Kral, 2005). As recommendations for
improvement are implemented and assessed, the outcomes from Cycle III are rolled into a
renewal of the action research process as Cycle I – Gathering Information - Orientation
Reconnaissance may be repeated to evaluate the outcome of any change.
Data Analysis
Responses from the focus groups were transcribed verbatim and open coding was used to
identify findings and themes. Open coding in PAR involves reading all data without
preconceived notions in order to identify patterns within the data (James, 2008). The PAR team
was involved in the entire data analysis process and care was taken to ensure that all coresearchers had an equal voice in discussing, processing and analyzing the data in order to
determine the findings and themes. In the analysis process, Kidd and Kral (2005) caution
researchers to “closely attend to a group process that appears to lack diversity of thought and to
guard against the potential problem of what has been termed ‘consensus tyranny’ where
individual perspectives are silenced” (p. 190). Conflict and disagreement – at any stage of the
PAR process but especially in the data analysis phase – could derail the project entirely. For the
experience to be both genuine and productive, it must incorporate all viewpoints in a cooperative
atmosphere.
The research team met weekly to ensure that our processes were inclusive and
cooperative in every respect. Each team member was responsible for completing an independent
round of open coding prior to team meetings when independent coding was discussed and
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deliberated. Team members found consensus in the emerging patterns in the data and through a
process of comparing codes leading the PAR team to arrive at mutual conclusions about
findings. The same analysis process was used to identify sub-themes. Although the process was
time-intensive and laborious, at the conclusion of the study, team members noted that the
dialogue about emerging themes was one of the more beneficial aspects of being a participant
researcher.
As an administrator and faculty member with oversight for new student programs, I noted
an atmosphere of full collaboration and support from the co-researchers and participants in the
study. While the potential does exist for researcher bias, given my role as an administrator
connected with the program, I found that the use of a participatory action method provided
participants with ample involvement and engagement in the research process and the opportunity
to report freely and honestly all feedback throughout the study.
I found my role was that of the “insider in collaboration with other insiders” as described
by Anderson and Jones (2000). Although I do have status as an administrator for the program, I
am also a credentialed and licensed counselor who, prior to assuming an administrative position,
served as a tenured counseling faculty member for many years. In my graduate program and in
my counseling practice, I have found great value in reviewing and reflecting upon the
importance of humanism as a guiding construct and I place a very high value on the importance
of healthy work relationships that are based on genuine trust and a desire to be of service to
others. I believe my leadership role continued to have the hallmarks of my counseling roots and
that my colleagues participated freely and openly in this study with the knowledge that with their
input, orientation can be improved.
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In addition, in order to ensure that the data analysis process was deliberate and inclusive,
I used the technique of writing analytic memos to capture my thoughts, feelings, and impressions
throughout the study. In this manner, a triangulation of data was possible to compare input from
each stakeholder group, inclusive of the co-researchers’ input (James, 2008). I also heeded the
following advice:
Keeping a research journal is a vital piece of any action research methodology; it is a
chronicle of research decisions; a record of one’s own thoughts, feelings and impressions,
as well as a document reflecting the increased understanding that comes with the action
research process. (Anderson & Herr, 2005, p. 77)
As Freire (1992) observed, events, deeds, acts, gestures – interactions between people –
are often wrapped in “thick wrappers” waiting to be uncovered and understood (p. 10).
Successive cycles of action research focused on examining new student orientation may help to
“unwrap” and thus better understand students’ needs and the ways in which we might meet them.
It may also serve as a unique professional development opportunity for practitioners as they
examine the impact of their work and participate in the improvement process.
Trustworthiness
The work of Lincoln and Guba (1985) served as a fitting reminder of the importance of
demonstrating trustworthiness in qualitative research. They stated, “The basic issue in relation to
trustworthiness is simple: How can an inquirer persuade his or her audiences (including self)
that the findings of an inquiry are worth paying attention to?” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 290).
In order to ensure that a quantitative study is worthy, conventional terms, such as internal
validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity are used. In a more “naturalistic” or
qualitative study, however, researchers must demonstrate trustworthiness by other means,
namely, the criteria suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985): credibility, transferability,
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dependability, and confirm-ability. Qualitative researchers must endeavor to meet these criteria
through long-term engagement with participants (inclusive of “member checking” throughout the
study) and the use of “triangulated” data sources to demonstrate that the findings are valid and
reliable. In order to be certain that each team member was fully engaged and able to provide
insight and direction to the study, I also met with each team member individually to review my
analytic memos and meeting notes to ensure that their entirety of their input was captured by the
principal investigator.
As a result, I found the model of “true dialogue” (Freire, 1974) to be especially helpful as
a concept related to trust. Freire wrote that true dialogue requires empathy and is horizontal in
nature, thereby void of the influences of power and control. Rather, according to Freire, “true
dialogue” is “…nourished by love, humility, hope, faith and trust” (p. 40). This is contrasted, in
Freire’s model, with “anti-dialogue” the frustrating, power-driven, vertical communication that is
characterized by a lack of empathy and trust. The PAR team meetings were effective in that we
accomplished our goals but I found it was equally important to affirm and acknowledge the
independent effort of each PAR team member through individual interaction as well.
The philosophy espoused by Freire (1992) serves as an inspirational and aspirational
message that I shared with my participant colleagues: ”…one of the tasks of the progressive
educator…is to unveil opportunities for hope, no matter what the obstacles may be” (p. 3).
Freire’s “culture circles” provide a metaphorical guidepost for this researcher as well. Freire’s
perspective of like-minded, motivated and engaged members of a community as a productive
force – one that can enact change for the greater good – is one that was conveyed to the co-
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researchers in this study to encourage them to fully examine their practice and perhaps awaken
(or re-awaken) their own consciousness about the importance of serving those in need.
To that end, I feel that open communication was evident throughout the research process
by regarding my co-researchers as “critical friends” (Lomax, Woodward, & Parker, 1996) in
each cycle of inquiry. Referred to as a “validation team” by Anderson and Herr (2005), utilizing
critical friends is a way to ensure trustworthiness in the research and I found my co-researchers
to be honest, forthright, and highly engaged in our joint effort.
Conclusion
The use of a participatory action research (PAR) framework to examine opportunities for
improvement in new student orientation provides those most closely involved with the effort –
students, peer leaders as well as counselors and advisors – to freely share their input and
feedback about the program. In order to fully embrace the self-assessment process, stakeholders
must believe that their participation in the study is not only desired by the research team, but
valued. In the Chapters IV and V which follow, the voices of those stakeholders will be clearly
heard as they provide thoughtful, insightful and pragmatic suggestions for improving one
community college’s orientation program.

CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
“I feel like we spend too much time selling programs. Why is that? The extra people who come to
talk are nice but they come across as pushy to the new students – do you guys get that?”
(Peer Leader comment)

Introduction
The purpose of this study was to provide community college counselors and advisors
with assistance in better understanding the needs of new students through the use of a
participatory action research (PAR) model focusing on process improvement in orientation.
The data gathered in focus groups with orientation stakeholders (students, peer leaders as
well as counselors and advisors) addressed the research questions in this study. The focus on
orientation process improvement through a PAR (participatory action research study) addressed
the following questions:
Research Question #1: How do orientation stakeholders (students, peer leaders,
counselors and advisors) perceive their current orientation program?
Research Question #2: Considering the program assessment models offered by Cuseo
(2013), Jaggars and Fletcher (2014), and CAS (Council for the Advancement of
Standards in Higher Education, 2011), what improvements are necessary to improve
orientation and provide better support to new community college students?
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Reconnaissance about New Student Orientation –
Early Work with Co-Researchers
In late Spring, 2014, my co-researchers and I began to discuss the concerns we had about
the volume and complexity of outcomes and expectations for the summer orientation program
which would begin, in earnest, in May, 2014. My co-researchers were colleagues and
professionals who shared my growing concern about our ability to thoughtfully, successfully,
deliver our program to new students while maintaining a balance of both “student centeredness“
and an individual focus while meeting the needs of other stakeholders at the institution.
Biographical Summaries of Co-Researchers
In this PAR study, the involvement and expertise of the research team is essential. My
co-researchers are highly qualified professionals who care about their work, and the following
biographical summaries are provided to assist the reader in understanding the co-researchers’
expertise and commitment to serving new students. As the principal investigator, I was excited
and encouraged by the level of enthusiasm my co-researchers exhibited. Recalling the words of
Bogdan and Biklen about “team research,” I considered myself fortunate to begin this journey
with a focused team of professionals.
Team research can be satisfying and productive. As with every team effort, it is important to
be linked to people with whom you feel comfortable – people who work as hard as you and
who share your values and your understanding of the division of labor in decision making.
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 80)
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Co-Researcher: Linda Frank
Student Development Faculty Counselor and Associate Professor
Credentials: Master of Arts in Family and Community Counseling
Expertise:
Adult students: I counseled women in the Women’s Program at Harper College. The
participants of this program no longer had the support of a partner and needed to acquire
education and training to become self-sufficient. They often needed shelter, food, and
supplementary supports in addition to designing an entirely new future for themselves and their
children. In addition to counseling and advising, I taught a career development class as part of a
learning community for the Women’s Program to help the students develop a career path and a
new direction for their life. I presented at the National Learning Communities Conference on
this topic.
I coordinated an Adult Fast Track Program. This program consisted of accelerated classes taught
in a cohort environment. Initially the program targeted business majors, but was expanded to
include an Associate of Arts Degree option. I taught accelerated classes for Fast Track students
on the topic of Career Development and First-Year Experience.
Traditional-age students: As a counselor in the Center for New Students I have had the
opportunity to counsel a large number of students planning to enroll at Harper College.
Students arrive with concerns about major, career, abilities, motivation, confidence, readiness,
transfer, etc. In addition to counseling students one-on-one, I served as lead instructor of FirstYear Experience and co-wrote a textbook for the class with Victoria Atkinson. I am currently
co-leader of a team designing a new college transition course, First-Year Seminar, targeting firsttime college students. I have presented at National First-Year Experience Conferences on topics
related to new students and transition to college.
Undecided students: A significant portion of new students arrive at college undecided as to their
major. For over 20 years, I have taught Career Development to students to assist them in
deciding on a career or major and support them as they develop a plan of action. For the past
three years, I taught a section of First-Year Seminar specifically for new and undecided students.
I began my career in higher education at Harper College in the 1980s. Throughout my career at
Harper I have dedicated my time and energy to working with new traditional-age students, adult
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students and undecided students. My passion has always been to assist new students as they
enroll in college and help them develop their career/educational path. To that end, I have
counseled new students, developed courses specifically for new students, and created programs
and services to support new students as they pursue their educational goals.
Co-Researcher: Anita Rehberg
Adjunct Counselor
Credentials:

Master of Science in Counselor Education
Bachelor of Science in Family and Child Studies

Expertise:
I bring higher education experience from large state universities (NIU & Wichita State
University), a medium-sized state institution (Emporia State University) and a small private
graduate school (Midwestern University).
My previous experience in Student Activities and Residence Life assists me in guiding students
who plan on transferring to residential campuses.
My previous work with Phi Theta Kappa at Harper has opened my eyes to all PTK does for
members, the college, and our surrounding communities.
In addition, my work with Project Success and Starfish has given me eyes to the technical
“behind the scenes” processes that we use at Harper, i.e., SARS and Starfish.
Most important, as I did previously at NIU while working in a TRIO Program, I feel I contribute
most to CNSO by using my counseling skills when I case manage, encourage and guide at-risk
students (FYS and Project Success Students).
As an Adjunct Counselor in the Center for New Students, I am at the front door helping to
acclimate our students to college. Previous to this position, I had never served in this capacity at
a college or university. I enjoy welcoming students to campus and helping them transition to
college. However, my previous experiences in higher education give me different eyes to what
awaits our students. In my opinion, we currently provide a warm, welcoming orientation while
reviewing the main points of how to get started. I believe this research project gives us an
opportunity and reason to evaluate our current process. I am very interested in how we might
serve our new students better. The first impression we make on our new students is critical. As
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a Career Development Instructor, I am especially interested in how we might better serve our
undecided students.
Co-Researcher: Sandra Vega-Picchietti
New Student Services Manager
Credentials: M.A. in Psychology and an Ed.S. in Counseling (post-Master’s degree)
Expertise:
Manage new student orientation and provide academic counseling services to students. Have
20+ years of experience in clinical counseling settings and higher education. Experienced in
teaching undergraduate psychology and student development courses, and graduate counseling
courses. Present or provide support at various college events, including the Latino Summit, High
School Open House, High School Counselor Meetings, Health Care Careers Information Night,
and for the Adelante Academy Summer Program for Barrington High School students.
In my Orientation and career development work, some particular areas of interest are the
undecided and adult students. Finding the best path for these students in terms of assessment and
next steps is crucial. These students often need a higher level of communication and support
because they often feel like the “outsiders” wondering how many might understand their
plight. With our adults, there are often additional layers when it comes to responsibilities, time
management, and career concerns. Add self-confidence to the mix, and the risk for the
undecided and adult students to not complete their goals becomes greater. What encouraged me
to participate in Vicki Atkinson’s research project is the desire to see services streamlined and
for these services to have a more effective impact for students so they might have fewer issues as
they transition to college, which will ultimately have a powerful impact on retention.

Brainstorming Possible Improvements
In one of our early team meetings, we engaged in a broad brainstorming effort to identify
all of the possible areas of improvement – based on our own professional assessment of the
current orientation program and areas of weakness and/or opportunity for improvement. In
addition, the team discussed data collection methods and wondered if conducting focus groups
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around these specific targets was an inquiry method to follow (as opposed to individual
interviews). The team determined that the focus group method might be most effective. Focus
groups would allow stakeholders to provide input about the current program and possible
improvements. The research team also determined that an additional focus group of counselors
and advisors might be needed to gather input about the models of assessment (CAS, 2011;
Cuseo, 2013; Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014).
The following list of possible areas of improvement surfaced, as a result of early
brainstorming and reconnaissance:
Co-Researchers’ Initial Thoughts about Improvement Opportunities in Orientation












Offer an adult Orientation option to better support non-traditional students.
Improve professional development opportunities for faculty and staff on best practices to
support adult learners.
Offer pre- and/or post-Orientation workshops for new students on the following topics such
as financial planning, career planning, credit by exam, support services and test prep.
Improve the likelihood that new students will be prepared to enroll during their Orientation
experience by partnering with the new One Stop staff (support students better prior to
Orientation and after re: challenges with prior credit evaluation, financial concerns and/or
concerns about decidedness with programs of study, goals and/or possible career, job, or
transfer school questions).
Relocate the current online Orientation to a more prominent location on the external web
(to better support adult students and to remedy some of the readiness concerns described
above).
Improve the current correspondence and communication to new students to provide more
comprehensive and “next step” information to prepare for enrollment during orientation
(and address the readiness issues described above).
Address concerns about providing adequate “just in time” information to parents and
family members of new students.
Address the possibility of working more directly with Student Affairs (Athletics and
Student Involvement in particular) in the delivery of orientation activities.
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Explore the use of expanded mobile technology and use of tablets so that orientation could
occur anywhere on campus (and be less place-bound to a computer lab and possibly more
connected to programs of interest to students).
In additional follow-up meetings among team members, more focused work specifically

related to improving service to adult learners surfaced as a result of needs identified by the
institution. In Cycle I of the research process, the following immediate adjustments to services
for adult students were made on a pilot basis, based on requests from senior administration:







Improve the student portal by adding content about adult services
Improve the current admission accept letter to add info about adult orientation options
Update and improve the current orientation program content to be more inclusive and
welcoming of adult students
Develop and offer professional development “brown bag” sessions to discuss the needs of
adult learners and how we can improve service across the College
Develop pre- and post-orientation workshops to support adult learners’ needs more
directly
Address the need to improve external web content about adult student services and allow
for online scheduling of workshops and events
Each of these improvements was made during the Spring, 2015 semester as the research

team was beginning the work of evaluating the program and preparing to conduct research with
key stakeholders. Although it was anticipated that concerns for adult student support would
surface from other constituent groups, it was clear that from a senior administrative perspective,
more immediate adjustments in services for adults were called for and thus, these initial
improvements were made and are in the process of being evaluated to determine their impact.
In part, the PAR team was open to making these early revisions because of the
groundswell of interest in conducting research to improve our current program. We were invited
to present at the Midwest First-Year Experience Conference, scheduled to be held in September,
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2014, specifically because of our interest in orientation process-improvement. What follows are
my reflections in the form of analytic memos written early in our conversations about this topic.
These reflections and research team notes will be identified by the use of italics in this chapter.
Overwhelming feelings from team members about the amount of material – new
initiatives and programs – that need to be promoted during what seems like an everdecreasing amount of time to do advising and counseling work with new students. Our
work sometimes feels as if it’s one ‘long commercial’ with a multitude of guest speakers,
flyers and handouts coming our way for the purpose of influencing new students. What
internal stakeholders don’t seem to understand is that their one initiative or program is
part of a larger array of – and my co-researchers and I could hardly believe it when we
counted all the programs/services – nearly 50 unique programs – that orientation is
expected to address. They might be unique in terms of title, description or date/duration
but many of the programs seem to work at cross-purposes with other efforts because
there is little differentiation between efforts. These concerns led to the creation of a
presentation for the Midwest FYE Conference in Sept, 2014, which boldly proclaimed our
concerns through the session title: “Everyone Wants a Piece of It: How to Maintain
Programmatic Integrity in Community College Orientation.” Our presentation drew
colleagues from many other community colleges, who seemed to understand and
commiserate with our plight. We had profoundly mixed feelings after the conference. On
one hand, it was beneficial to have strong attendance at our session and receive
confirmation that we were “not alone.” On the other hand, we returned to our campus
continuing to feel somewhat helpless in the face of our circumstance.
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As we returned to our work on our own campus, my co-researchers and I began
discussing additional initiatives and programs that appeared to be headed our way. Additional
notes from that time period are revealing about the frustration and the sense of incapacity we felt:
Disheartened. More conversations seem to be unfolding around campus about how
orientation and new student advising seem to make students feel overwhelmed or frustrated
with too many “next steps’ – the exact opposite of what we try to accomplish. More
upsettingly, many of these conversations are occurring as a result of overblown complaints
from one or two students or family members. For all the reasons that FERPA applies to
parents, in general, it also applies to stakeholders and ‘powerful others’ who seem
comfortable making pronouncements about the total student experience because of their
often limited exposure to individual cases – and we are powerless to contradict their
statements or impressions. In one example, a senior faculty member’s son was discussed
repeatedly in meetings about improving student success with the parent/faculty member
sharing that her son was completely “overwhelmed and confused – Orientation didn’t help
him and he didn’t even register for courses!” The truth? Her son shared deeply personal
information about his identity and his concerns about course selection because his parents
had already determined his career and college path – and his goals were markedly different
from theirs. The counselor who worked with this student knew he was advising the adult
child of a powerful stakeholder – and knew there would likely be ramifications if he attended
to the higher order personal issues and allowed the academic planning to occur in another
visit and thus spent most of the one-on-one time coaching the student about his rights related
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to FERPA and offered suggestions about becoming more independent by having an
important conversation about his future with his parents. Sigh.
Had a series of meetings with stakeholders who are also in the student services and
marketing/web content areas of the College. Despite the observations from many that
communication to students – in general – needs to be improved (both in web content and in
hard-copy as well as email and social media messaging) the back and forth about what can
and cannot be changed because of this issue or that issue is mind-numbing. As those who
are working directly with students who are often unprepared for the decision-making in
Orientation, we have a vested interest in improving our efforts to be sure students are fully
informed and prepared for the academic planning conversations. When transcripts haven’t
been evaluated, when students are unsure of goals or financial implications, the educational
planning and course selections conversations we have become hampered and cumbersome
BECAUSE THEY ARE ILL-PREPARED. Improving communication and initiating a revised
communication plan for new students – could help to remedy the readiness issue and improve
the orientation/registration/enrollment outcomes at the same time. Why do we feel like we’re
fighting a losing battle?
Not long after, I shared more information about my research interests and we talked
about the PAR process and the role of a “co-researcher.” I described the role I hoped they might
play, by reviewing the various functions and objectives within orientation programming – that
might surface as a result of our “reconnaissance” work.
During one of the early team meetings, my co-researchers and I reviewed the recently
received report from our office of institutional research – summarizing student evaluative input
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during the previous summer of orientation (See Appendix I). The results provided the research
team with an opportunity to both review student input and to examine the current outcome and
evaluative statements in use for orientation. (See Figure 1.)

Figure 1. New student orientation evaluation survey.
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The research team reviewed the results as part of the early reconnaissance work in the
study and it fueled their interest and motivation to build on the feedback received from peers and
colleagues as a result of the first-year conference presentation and to focus our efforts conducting
“local” research about our orientation program in more depth. They were excited about assisting
with the data collection by conducting focus groups with stakeholders – students, peer
orientation leaders, and advising colleagues. They were also eager to explore our program by
examining Cuseo’s self-assessment guidelines for orientation providers, the work of Jaggars and
Fletcher about streamlining orientation, and the CAS (Council for the Advancement of Standards
in Higher Education) model for excellence in orientation. All three were especially intrigued by
the PAR research process, knowing that what we chose to explore and attempt to improve would
be “team decisions.” We agreed to begin meeting for 30 minutes each week – pending proposal
and IRB approval – to begin discussions about ideas for improvement. In that very first research
team meeting, my co-researchers remarked:
I am so happy to be able to take the time to focus on our work. I feel like it’s the last
thing we think about – how we’re meeting students’ needs and improving our practice,
and I can’t wait to begin.
I think this may help me “get back” to the training I had in grad school that was so
helpful in guiding me as a professional. The idea of having a philosophical approach or
exploring theory is something we are missing – instead, we just add, add, add programs
and have turned into machines who may not be... paying enough attention to our students.
We have a lot of great people here who care about students but some of what we do is so
disconnected and the students see it. They don’t care where the help comes from when
they need it, they need it – but we’ve divided up the parts and pieces of what new
students experience – so much – that we probably aren’t as responsive as we should be to
students. No one is going to fix that but us.
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Participatory Action Research – A Shared Journey
The early detour of updating orientation services for adult students was unexpected and
required a redirect to return, for the research team, to the purpose of the study at hand and the
action research method. What follows is a brief review of how the research team refocused our
efforts toward orientation process improvement – by reviewing key literature about the nature of
PAR (participatory action research).
By acquainting the team with the work of Anderson and Herr (2005), a review of action
research was conducted. The team discussed the notion that action research typically follows a
narrative style which allows opportunities for reflection – both about the process and the
findings. In this way, the request of senior administration to implement immediate
improvements in services for new, adult students required reflection and discussion because it
initially felt as though the PAR process we were initiating was being cut off and circumvented.
However, Anderson and Herr (2005) helped the team understand the “real life” context of our
work. One of the most helpful points made by Anderson and Herr was this: “those who engage
in action research projects are often more interested in generating knowledge that can be fed
back into the setting under study than generating knowledge that can be shared beyond the
setting” (Anderson & Herr, 2005, p. 6). In fact, that is precisely what was occurring. Additional
knowledge (modifications in adult services) was being generated – right before our eyes. We
had no intention of launching any improvements without stakeholder input, but one of the most
powerful stakeholder groups requested changes that seemed both meaningful and responsive to
students’ needs – from our PAR team perspective – and thus, we “generated knowledge” that
could be utilized as we continued our study – precisely as Anderson and Herr suggested.
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Despite that fact that we were not anticipating this turn of events, a redirect and reminder
from Anderson and Herr (2005) was helpful in this regard, related to the purpose of action
research. They believe that, unlike other forms of inquiry, action research results less in
“findings” (in the conventional sense) and more of a “deepened understanding of the question
posed as well as to more sophisticated questions” (p. 86). As we reflected on that insight, we
realized that the adjustments in services for adult students, although not timely from our research
process point of view, did provide opportunities to explore services for new, adult students more
fully.
Similarly, Bogdan and Biklen (2007) would likely characterize our experience as
“preliminary fieldwork.” They offer the perspective that preliminary data can help researchers
better understand the work that will unfold in qualitative research, in the form of emerging
themes. Action research, in their view, can help to mobilize and organize people around specific
social causes or change-related concerns in order to improve the lives of those impacted.
Bogdan and Biklen (2007) also offer the advice and counsel about action research when
topics are sensitive or political. Those involved may feel they need to be cautious about sharing
their views because the trust level in the environment may be low (p. 100). Concerns about
improving services for adult students certainly fell into a category that the research team assessed
as “politically charged” but because substantial trust existed between co-researchers, the early
and unanticipated work to improve services for adult students was perceived as a positive
experience – an opportunity to gather additional input. Recalling an earlier reading from Bogdan
and Biklen, one co-researcher stated that she felt empowered as an “agent of change” in the
organization, much like the advice offered by the literature we reviewed on action research. The
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unique opportunity to reflect and change both ourselves and the environment, through action
research, was, in her words, “too good an offer to pass up.”
The research team began meeting weekly to review current program information, develop
the adjustments requested to better serve adult students, and to plan for data collection with
stakeholder groups. During one weekly meeting, a review of the current orientation outcomes
and evaluation instrument occurred to begin addressing the current state of orientation and
opportunities for improvement, and this resulted in a series of conversations about the shared
“continuum” of learning that could be developed jointly by orientation and the current first-year
seminar (FYS) team that delivers similar content within the first semester. The team agreed that
more collaboration would be ideal in the future. As the principal investigator, I maintained a
research journal and entered my reflections and analytic memos following each of these
meetings. In one particular meeting, I noted a pivotal transition in the approach my research
partners appeared to have about the work before us. They confronted an issue related to the
freedom they could exercise to fully voice their concerns on behalf of new students. Had this
spirited and honest exchange not occurred, I wondered if they would have engaged as fully as
they did in our entire project.
The team seems to feel strongly that our task goes beyond improving orientation and that
a wider view of improving the entire first-year experience may be in order. Although our
early research interests may have been tied to the orientation program alone, my coresearchers expressed great concern in today’s meeting about avoiding the trap of only
looking at one part of the process – orientation – and avoiding the broader questions
about first-year courses in all of their current incarnations. The team talked about the
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need to advocate for student growth opportunities across multiple “first-year”
experiences and not just orientation as a separate process. They agreed that there aren’t
enough connecting points between distinct programs or courses – they may be housed in
different areas but “students don’t care about that, they just want good support.” The
team was boisterous and animated in this discussion (almost a little defiant) but when
one team member asked “will the College be ready to hear our recommendations?” their
tone shifted and all three of my lively partners became quiet. After what felt like minutes
of silence, one co-researcher said “It doesn’t matter – we need to do it anyhow!” It was
at that moment that I had a flash of Paulo Freire. The notion of empowering a group to
push forward surfaced in my mind. Although our work seems mundane, perhaps, in
comparison to the social activism of Freire, my researcher partners were confronting the
personal and professional risks they might take by “speaking out” in order to improve
the circumstance of those who may not be able to speak for themselves.
Findings
As a result of conducting focus groups with each stakeholder group – students served in
the program, peer leaders and counselors and advisors - the PAR team analyzed the data using an
open coding technique and identified six overall themes, as well as sub-themes, related to
improving new student orientation.
Theme #1: You made me feel comfortable and confident
In the focus group with students who have received orientation services, many positive
and affirming comments were shared about how the program was beneficial. While many

89

constructive comments and feedback did surface about how the program could be improved, as a
research team, we were surprised by the overall appreciative remarks. Orientation is a
mandatory process for new students in that they are not permitted to enroll in courses without
attending, which can sometimes result in disgruntled attitudes, but this was not the case in the
data we gathered, nor in the results we reviewed from the 2014 Orientation Evaluation Survey
(see Appendix I), which indicated 98% agreement with the statement “I felt welcomed at
Orientation.”
When asked to describe their experiences in orientation, students had generally positive
overall comments to share about the staff and the services they received. Repeatedly, students
used the words “helpful,” “kind,” “welcoming,” and “nice” to describe the staff they encountered
and their overall experience. My co-researchers and I were struck by the positive comments.
Given our framework in the project and the focus on “improvement” in orientation, we were
expecting that some students would have some positive comments to share but not to the level
that we experienced. We found the participants to be forthcoming and thoughtful in their
remarks and it appeared to be important to them to highlight both their suggestions for
improvement and their acknowledgement of a job well done. In the research team meeting
where we reviewed the initial feedback from students, my co-researchers were elated with the
students’ overall positivity about our efforts. An analytic memo from my research journal
elaborates further:
In our discussion today where we examined the student input, our intention was to begin
initial coding and sorting – with a fixed focus on categories for improvement from our
students. The team seemed to be prepared to begin the categorization of comments and
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input and to review the transcript and recording, as needed, to be sure we captured the
data accurately. In the two-hour time block we had, however, we accomplished less than
we expected because the group was elated by the generally positive comments and
expressions of thanks offered by the students. We talked about the fact that advising and
counseling work is often “thankless” in that we don’t get to see the outcomes or gather
the gratitude from those we serve. We know they are in transition and that we’ve filled
their brains fully – so much so that their hearts may not be engaged enough to offer
thanks. Knowing that students could connect to their orientation experiences in such a
positive way, hearing that they knew they were well-tended to – with kindness and care,
was something that the team needed to revel in for a short time. Although we didn’t
accomplish what we set out to in that particular meeting, taking the time to, as one team
member noted, “fill up again” was important. It [led] to a separate conversation about
the professional development needs of counseling and advising providers and programs
we once ran on compassion and empathy fatigue to be sure we were focusing on the
quality of our practice and not just perpetual delivery of information, information and oh
yes…more information. One co-researcher said, “This is a good reminder that we’re not
machines delivering information. This positive input has affected me deeply.”
Some of the positive remarks from students included the following:
Everything and everyone was super nice and welcoming.
I really appreciated your help. Keep up the kind of service that you guys provide.
Orientation was really well executed and helpful.
You made me feel comfortable and confident.
The student leaders were really fun, friendly and helpful.
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Everything was super nice and welcoming.
It was a great experience and most helpful.
I enjoyed the experience of orientation.
[Orientation] was very informational and helpful. It was good.
Orientation was well-executed and helpful.
Everything was properly explained so I was impressed with my experience.
The participants also acknowledged that they were, nearly to a person, anxious about
attending orientation. One student (Student E) had prior credit from a university and described
his prior orientation experience as “painful” because he was in a large group of students and felt
shuffled through a process that he didn’t understand. By contrast, his experience in our program
was summarized with this remark: “Great staff members – really helpful. I felt welcome and the
counselor was such a great person, he helped me a lot. Thank you for being such a nice staff.”
Another student (Student A) made a similar comment when she agreed and said, “At first, I
thought it would be awkward (orientation) but you guys are very friendly and helpful.”
Theme #2: This job is forcing me to grow as a person
A focus group was conducted with current peer orientation leaders. Participants were
asked to provide information, from their perspectives, about how the program could be improved
as well as their overall impressions of the current orientation. (See additional themes which
follow for a description of additional data gathered from peer leaders about improving
orientation.) However, they also provided details about how working in the program has been
beneficial to them from the perspective of their own growth and development. Much like the
positive comments from the students, the heartfelt remarks from our peer leaders – the students
who work side-by-side with us over long days and weeks of intense programming – served as
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positive reinforcement for the research team. One co-researcher remarked, “We are clearly
doing something right” as she reviewed the data about our peer leaders’ perceptions of their own
growth. Comments from the peer leaders related to this theme included the following:
I really like that I add value when I answer questions for students and parents. I can
clarify anything they didn’t understand and put them at ease. I think students appreciate
having us around to provide support as students just like them. (Peer Leader F)
I am so much better at public speaking! This job has helped me because I am better at
communicating and am more confident and this is important because it will help me in
my future career. (Peer Leader C)
I know I have learned how to control my anger and frustration when things aren’t going
correctly. This job is forcing me to grow as a person and be part of a team where my
opinion isn’t the only one. (Peer Leader D)
I learned to be so much more patient with people. I look at the orientation staff and they
never lose it with students or parents. They maintain a cool attitude and I think I’ve
learned from them and can give better customer service with a patient smile. This job has
also helped me understand what it means to “network” with people. Getting to know the
campus and learning how to talk to total strangers has given me great confidence in other
areas of my life. (Peer Leader A)

Theme #3: Too much, too fast
Repeatedly in the data, all stakeholder groups addressed the problem of “too much
content” in orientation. Whether related to the educational planning component and the
importance of the college catalog, or how student characteristics – undecided or adult status, for
example – were tended to, students, peer leaders and counselors and advisors all provided input
about the problem of scope and insufficient time to attend to individual students’ needs. In many
cases, concerns were expressed about the speed with which transfer information was covered.
Concerns were also shared about the absence of programming for parents and family members
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and the need to be more efficient with more web-based and “on demand” learning opportunities
to use both before and after orientation. These concerns are further divided into the sub themes
described in more detail below.
Sub Theme #1: Catalog content: It is confusing and no one listens to you
From a student perspective, the participants in the focus group were quite vocal about
concerns regarding the educational planning and catalog overview aspects of what is covered
during the orientation presentation. One participant (Student B), when the question was posed,
“What would you change to improve orientation?” was quick with a reply. He jumped in to say,
“Didn’t get a lot out of the transfer and catalog overview. Too fast, man.” His honesty and
directness set off a firestorm of similar responses from students – several who seemed visibly
relieved to be able to echo his comment:
I think some students stopped listening. You should do some sort of quiz to make sure
people are paying attention! (Student C)
Too much, too fast. I was overwhelmed but didn’t want to show it. (Student D)
Can you speak more slowly when you’re presenting? I was lost. (Student G)
Go over credit and such more – how many classes per semester. (Student F)
Be more detailed with this important information. (Student H)
When peer leaders had the opportunity to provide input, they were also candid with their
concerns about the component of orientation which attempts to educate students about degree
options and catalog “basics.” They are aware of our intentions to use the orientation presentation
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as a prelude to one-on-one advising and offered their insight about whether or not we are
succeeding in doing so:
The catalog portion of the presentation loses students’ interest. (Peer Leader B)
I know we consistently lost students in the presentation with the catalog info and transfer
info because we moved too fast. (Peer Leader E)
Do you know that students check out on us and stop paying attention – especially when
we move so fast over catalog and transfer info? (Peer Leader H)
Can that (catalog info) be done differently somehow? Assign some homework before
they come to review certain things ahead of time? (Peer Leader G)
Perhaps most succinctly, two participants, after the group had warmed up around their
shared concerns about the catalog, simply said, “Please stop trying to cover it (the catalog).
Waste of time.” (Peer Leader C) That remark was preceded by this concluding comment:
“Please consider changing up how the catalog is covered. It is confusing and no one listens to
you.” (Peer Leader A) They shared that they know some students really do try to follow the
information but the pace is too brisk and the content is too detailed.
In the first focus group with counselors and advisors, the topic of catalog concerns
surfaced as well, but that group took a more holistic view of the problem. One participant
commented:
I think it’s hard to balance all that we’re asked to do. We are supposed to orient students
to the whole institution and there’s a lot of policy stuff that we have to share that students
don’t get or don’t get very well in the short time we have with them. Should orientation
be longer? Possibly, but how would we do that? Maybe more stuff can be sent ahead of
time for students to do or more needs to be in the FYS, FYE or whatever.
The concerns about not being effective seemed to hit a note of recognition in the group.
The inability to sufficiently cover key advising-related content was described as symptomatic of
“scope creep” and the fact that orientation has become the delivery method of choice for
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introducing many topics that are above and beyond the primary content which should be
educational planning and catalog information – in order to better support new students in their
course selection and decision-making. One participant remarked, “It’s funny because we almost
tell students it’s okay to forget things. We announce at orientation, ‘you’re going to forget this –
you won’t remember a lot of it’ because we are literally tossing so much stuff at them. We know
they won’t remember but we do it anyhow.”
On a practical level, some commented that the discussion about the catalog is possibly
misplaced. Should that occur as a pre-assigned task prior to the on-campus orientation? Should
we provide students with the link to the online catalog as soon as possible once they have
applied? Should we resource the current online orientation a little differently in order to provide
all students with a catalog/educational planning preview – prior to individual advising time oncampus? Participants were thoughtful about problem-solving ideas and solutions and seemed
energized by the possibilities for improving the current situation.
Sub Theme #2: Undecided students are really having a hard time
Repeatedly in the data gathered from students, comments were made about students’
expectations not being met related to “choosing a career or major” in their experience of
attending orientation. For those who identified as being “undecided,” there was a perception that
orientation – and their time specifically spent in one-on-one advising – would provide clarity
about course selection by helping students address long-term goals related to their choice of
career or major. For example, students shared that they thought more time would be spent
discussing majors, courses, and goals by stating:
I would have liked to have learned more about classes and majors. (Student G)
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Talking more about classes and what you would suggest…counselors should give more
options. (Student E)
I think my counselor was unsure about some of her own answers. Not good. (Student H)
Peer leaders’ input around the topic of undecided students and providing career support
echoed the input received from students. One leader shared her concerns about the confidence
levels of undecided students:
Undecided students are really having a hard time. They seem unsure about being honest
– they really are undecided but pick something to tell you when it’s not true. Peer
pressure to come up with an answer? These students need help after orientation to sort
things out. (Peer Leader D)
Our students are so undecided. They feel like they need to give an answer on the
application and on our forms but the truth is they are mostly still deciding – that’s why
they’re here. Sure, some have it all mapped out but they aren’t our average orientation
student. Trying to offer more to undecided students would help but maybe not in
orientation but something before or after? (Peer Leader H)
Some peer leaders offered more practical input by making suggestions for improvement
related to supporting undecided students:
Let students know that first-semester advising is going to be more generic; future
advising will be more specific. (Peer Leader D)
It would be helpful to have an assessment test during orientation for undecided students.
(Peer Leader B)
It was apparent from the peer leader input that they recognized the opportunities for
improvement in the program to better support undecided students, but one comment was
reflective of a student statement about a counselor being “unsure” about her answers. This
leader (Peer Leader F) shared an interaction with a student who was disappointed: “A student
got upset because the counselor didn’t know about the program the student was interested in.”
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She added that this particular student, who was already uncertain about enrolling, used this
hesitancy she saw in the counselor’s response to become more negative about being a college
student at all.
The counselors and advisors provided additional input about the concern for undecided
students in orientation. One counselor remarked that the students’ “readiness” issues (the fact
that they are often developmental, undecided and first generation in college) creates challenges
in tending to students’ needs during orientation. She wondered, “Maybe we should cluster
students by major or undecided during orientation” in order to provide better support? This was
echoed by colleagues who shared concerns about having insufficient time in orientation to cover
all the topics that surface as “student needs.” One advisor noted that she does her best to at least
respond to a student’s undecided status by talking about career counseling services and options
to become more “decided” after orientation - but she commented, “I worry that students get very
different experiences from different counselors and advisors” related to how well – or if – career
and undecided concerns are tended to at all.
Sub Theme #3: I know we could do a better job with adult students
Each group – students, peer leaders, and counselors/advisors – provided input about
concerns related to improving the support that is offered to “adult” students during orientation. In
each case, the concerns for adult students related to the complexity that these students face as
they make decisions to enroll in college. Unlike their traditional-aged counterparts, students who
identify (or are perceived) as “adults” often have prior college credit (but no credential yet) and a
need to balance their intention to enroll with other substantial life roles such as full-time
employee, parent, spouse and/or caregiver for older family members. One student (Student E)
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remarked that he expected that orientation would go more smoothly because he assumed his
counselor at orientation would have his prior credit evaluated and ready for him. He was critical
of orientation because he didn’t know he needed to request an evaluation and during his advising
session, no definitive answers were available about what prior credit would or would not transfer
in to help him move along more quickly toward completing his degree. His comment “Have
student’s records available to the counselor prior to the meeting” revealed his lack of clarity
about the process. His transcripts were available but the request for evaluation had not occurred
and needed to be initiated by him. Another student who identified as an “adult” said she would
have appreciated more information about what was going to happen in orientation before she
arrived. She felt she was given unclear information about the time commitment, which had child
care implications for her. Other comments that reflected adult students’ concerns about
orientation included:
I was expecting more useful tips about school work, in general. (Student G)
Tell students more about how to apply to get free money to pay for college. (Student A)
I felt rushed by my counselor and forgot some of my questions. She was nice but seemed
in a rush. (Student B)
I really needed more help with transfer questions. Felt I was rushed and then told “not to
worry.” What? (Student E)
Peer leaders made observations about adult students’ expectations and noted that “adult
students have a lot of questions and they’re afraid, sometimes, to ask counselors to slow down.
Maybe they’re embarrassed? They ask us questions after.” The peer leaders also asked some
thoughtful questions about whether or not it truly makes sense to offer a separate “for adults
only” orientation option. One commented, “How do you determine who is or isn’t an “adult”?
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The benefit of having all age groups together is that it’s how Harper is” (meaning the classroom
experience that students will have). Another leader remarked:
I know adults come to orientation and sometimes feel out of place but they need the same
info. I think it’s our job to make them feel welcome. Adult to me just means they may
have been out of high school for a year or so and maybe they are working full time or
have a family. Doesn’t make them that different than some of us who are juggling
school, work and family, too – we all have responsibilities and are adults. (Peer Leader
B)
Other leaders felt differently and noted that it might be easier for adult students to “create
a community” if they were in their own orientation group. The following comments summed up
the leaders’ perspective on the topic and their concern for appropriately and effectively serving
adult students in orientation, despite the fact that they had different views about how to do so:
I get the need to offer sessions for adults. We’ve talked about it – some of us who are
leaders. But, who is an adult? A reverse transfer? Someone who graduated a couple of
years ago? Someone who has a kid with them? How do you know?” (Peer Leader A)
(When orientations include adult and traditional students) “I feel like addressing adult
students in the presentation just by looking at them is wrong. We don’t know how old
they are so maybe it’s better to ask who’s a parent or who works full-time or has previous
credit. Something other than age.” (Peer Leader F)
Counselors and advisors also provided input about adult students’ experiences in
orientation and shared concerns about their ability to be both welcoming and informative in the
brief time span that they have to work within. Concerns were expressed about trying to balance
the desire to answer the many questions that adult students typically have without unintentionally
overwhelming them with information. One counselor remarked:
I know we could do a better job with the non-traditional, adult student. How? Not sure
but the need for support and opportunities to seek us out – over time – seems to be a trend
I’ve noticed. Their decision-making timelines can be longer or shorter – because of their
other responsibilities – how will I fit school in – and I wonder if we should be offering
Saturday options once in a while to be more available. Closing at 7pm and having an
evening group that begins at 4:30 or 5:00 isn’t helpful for some.
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Another counselor picked up on that comment and added that we might improve the
orientation presentation itself to be more “adult friendly” before the individual advising occurs
and possibly create a better experience for students but she also noted that it will always be, in
her mind, the “individual time” with students where counselors and advisors can do their best
work to show students that we care about their individual needs. Time, she noted, is the enemy.
The co-researchers expressed concerns about the improvements that were made, in their
words, “on the fly” earlier in the semester in order to improve services for new adult students
because the program modifications were made without a plan to assess or evaluate the outcomes.
What follows is my analytic memo from that team meeting.
In discussing the theme that has emerged about improving services for adult students, the
team expressed concerns about continuing to make changes that are piece-meal and not
cohesively considered. Although the program improvements for adults – which were
implemented prior to the initiation of our project – were thoughtful, there’s no plan
whatsoever for full-scale implementation and not even an evaluation plan for what we
did offer. One co-researcher said it felt like a reactionary move, “We need something for
adults – quick and without a lot of thought or planning. We responded – but now what?
We just continue? Maybe the data we’ve gathered from others will help us to be more
planful?”
Sub Theme #4: Transfer information: All of it was confusing
Throughout the data collection process, all stakeholder groups offered concerns about
how orientation is currently tending to the transfer questions that students have. Students
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themselves expressed disappointment in that they expected to receive much more detailed
information about transferring during orientation than what they actually experienced. This was
true both for students who had no prior college experience and for students who did. Students
who had no prior credit but were concerned about the process of transferring credits and
knowing more about the “how-to’s” felt orientation didn’t inform them enough about that.
Students with prior credit expressed concerns about counselors and advisors not having enough
information, such as credit evaluations and degree audits, done ahead of time to inform students
of their standing as they began as new students with us. Students said:
Talk more about transferring (in orientation). How you do it, how long you stay at
Harper. (Student C)
I really needed to hear more about transferring. All of it was confusing. (Student H)
I couldn’t follow the transfer info in the presentation. It was too fast. (Student C)
I needed to know how my other credits were transferring in. Got no help. (Student E)
My prior records weren’t there and the counselor didn’t have them. Why? (Student H)
In addition, the results from the 2014 Orientation Evaluation Survey (see Appendix I)
provided insight to the research team about how well the orientation program may be meeting
students’ needs for information related to transferring. The item “I know more about how to
transfer to other colleges and universities” was lowest in percentage of agreement (79%).
This was a noteworthy piece of information because this statement received the lowest
ratings from 2002 to 2013 as well and perhaps reflects a recurring trend and opportunity for
improvement.
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Peer leaders seemed aware that students’ expectations around the amount and quality of
transfer information is lacking during orientation. Both from a time and complexity point of
view, they noted that students’ needs weren’t always met:
I don’t think we spend enough time covering transfer information with students. The
catalog info is boring and no one listens – but if you spent more time on the specific
transfer info, then students do listen. (Peer Leader B)
I’ve noticed that some of our transfer students, the ones who went away and are coming
back home, have like a chip on their shoulders because they didn’t do well somewhere
else and being here is somehow beneath them. They shouldn’t be ashamed but how do
we help them with that? They’re not alone. (Peer Leader A)
The leaders made the connection between the heightened expectations that some students
may have about receiving personalized, detailed transfer advising, perhaps as a result of their
own disappointment. In commenting on this observation, the leaders noted that students who are
“transferring back” may be quick to criticize the information they received in orientation because
of their own frustrations about not being successful elsewhere or the fact that other family or
financial hardships have altered their plans. The perception that some students may have about
“community college”, in general, may play into this as well. One leader commented:
Though this is a good school, I know there is still a stigma around it in high schools.
When I was in high school I remember that if people found out that you were going to a
community college, you were made fun of. I think that when I help someone in
orientation who was treated this way, too, I can kind of help them see how wrong that
was. They are relieved when they learn they aren’t alone – someone from their high
school or nearby high school is here and doing well. It gives me a whole new category of
conversation to have with students who are nervous about that. I was too. (Peer Leader
B)
Counselors and advisors also recognized the opportunities for improvement related to
supporting students’ transfer questions and concerns during orientation. Some expressed their
uncertainty about how to address transfer questions in orientation in order to inform but not
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overwhelm students. Others noted that some students are not interested in transfer information
and that orientation needs to remain inclusive of students who are at a community college to
complete a career-focused degree or certificate (and transfer questions are not relevant, at least
immediately). Comments also echoed earlier concerns about orientation and the time-limited
nature of services within it:
Regarding transfer information, I have always considered our role to be that of giving
students a good start but not telling the whole story. Not everyone who attends
orientation wants to transfer yet we try to make sure everyone understands the process.
Why?
Doing orientation advising is hard because it’s so quick and “one and done.” I wish we
had more time – both in orientation itself and in follow-up opportunities. I worry about
some of the students when they leave. They are so full of info….
Sub Theme #5: Improve the current services for parents and families
While concerns about parent and family support did not surface in the feedback received
from students who attended orientation, peer leaders as well as counselors and advisors did
comment on our current services for this group and how the program could be improved to better
meet their needs.
Peer leaders shared that they understand that students attend orientation with a parent or
family member – particularly traditionally-aged students – because the students often seem
supported by the presence of another person as an “advocate” or helper. Rather than viewing
these companions as a hindrance, the peer leaders often saw the additional “audience members”
as people who were genuinely interested in the information they had to share. For example:
I really feel like I add value for students when I answer questions both for students and
parents. I can clarify anything either didn’t understand and put them at ease. (Peer
Leader C)
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Parents like us and see job opportunities through us. Instead of making students feel like
a number, we personalize things and make them feel like individuals. (Peer Leader D)
I learned a lot about communication to different groups (when parents are involved). You
need to be clear and get them to warm up to us. (Peer Leader F)
Counselors and advisors had a different point of view about the question of parent or
family member involvement in orientation. In part, this may be related to their awareness of how
services have changed in recent years by no longer offering a separate “parent and family” track
in orientation. They questioned whether or not the current practice of allowing parents and
family members to attend the student orientation was sufficient:
We no longer offer a parent orientation option and maybe the interest in it dropped off
because parents see us as accessible and in their backyard – as opposed to far away and
the 4-year school feeling. I think we should be doing more – but how and in what
format?
I wonder when we’re going to improve the current services for parents and families. The
web updates aren’t very frequent and we only give out a handout now. It’s not much. Is
that okay?
In other input from counselors and advisors, a connection was made between the need to
offer more support for parents and family members and the idea of adopting a matriculation or
celebratory experience – both for students and their families:
I know two-year schools don’t usually do a convocation or celebration to launch the
semester but we used to have that first-year experience event that kind of served that
purpose – even if not everyone came. Can we think about that again? Milestones are
milestones.
What about parent and family orientation? We give a handout but that’s it? Wondering
if we’re doing all that we can there.
How many colleges who are two-year can do something like a big convocation
celebration? I like the idea but don’t know how you’d pull that off. Maybe something
like a ‘to the parents/family of’ note from the President could be interesting. We care
about your students, we’re here to help.
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Sub Theme #6: Use technology to deliver content
From all stakeholder groups, feedback was received that the services in orientation could
be examined to identify ways in which technology – in the form of more video, mobile app, or
student portal usage to respond to students’ needs for more “on demand” information as they
transition to college life.
Students served in orientation provided input about the speed with which information is
dispensed in orientation and, in several cases, made suggestions for improvement by leveraging
more technology to provide alternatives for accessing information (before or after orientation
attendance). In some cases, students asked specifically for more information about the student
portal and its features. In other instances, students commented on the need to better understand
the technical aspects of payment, financial aid, and registration by having a video or a tutorial
opportunity to review highly detailed information online and/or in advance of orientation.
It would be helpful to slow the presentation down on the MyHarper portal. (Student D)
Showing the links on the website was done too fast. Could I have reviewed these before?
Online video? (Student B)
I needed more information about financial aid before I came but wouldn’t have known
where to look. (Student G)
Peer leaders also shared concerns about the limited use of technology in orientation from
their perspective of understanding the difficult task of addressing a great deal of content in a
short amount of students’ on-campus time. They wondered about the option to “push out” a
required assignment to students – in advance of orientation – and require students to review weband portal-based information in advance of attending. Some asked about our current online
orientation (which is currently an optional tool for students to view within their portal accounts)
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and wondered why it wasn’t required. As one peer leader stated, “Could you tell students to do it
ahead of time (the online orientation) to cover catalog info and other stuff that’s boring in the
presentation?” (Peer Leader H)
Counselors and advisors also weighed in with input about the need for more technologybased solutions to improve orientation. Like the students and peer leaders, the concept of
providing students with, as one counselor stated, “the nuts and bolts” about orientation before
they arrive on campus would be beneficial for all concerned. Another remarked that an
enhanced use of technology would help us respond to our own concerns about not having enough
time to fully address students’ individual needs as we meet with them:
When the students are here for the actual in-person part (if we use more technology) we
can be more engaging with a careful agenda and intentional activities and then one-onone advising time with students.
Another counselor offered the observation that there may be reluctance to require
students to do too much work in advance because they might not retain essential information, or
they may not actually complete what’s required. “If it’s necessary to offer a ‘quiz’ to be sure,
then we should do that before we end students’ holds.”
In a research team meeting, the discussion about this finding led to concerns about the
use of technology as a cost-saving technique and expressions of fear about maintaining a focus
on the individual. Notes from my research journal captured the essence of that exchange:
One co-researcher noted that she wasn’t surprised that technology and improving our
use of it came up as a theme in the data. She said she knows it’s an expectation – fast
and speedy service – from most of our students, of all ages. The caution, she said, is in
balancing technology with personal service. All three co-researchers said the idea of
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tempering technology with a personal touch is the goal and the topic of Thomas Angelo
and his comments at a recent assessment conference really rang true for one researcher.
She said that he made the remark that we need to be careful about “preserving the
precious time” we have with students. If we can be efficient in other ways – perhaps by
leveraging technology when appropriate, it might actually help us to spend more
“quality” time with students rather than dumping information on them. She provided her
notes from that conference and the team agreed to consider the possibilities of rethinking
our current online orientation as less of an option and more of a mandatory “preview” to
ensure that students have the same base of info prior to advising. However, we wound up
back where we started when one co-researcher lamented, “how do we make them do it?”
Theme #4: Helping new students should be a shared responsibility
This particular theme was present in the data for both the peer leader and counselor and
advisor participants in the study. As those stakeholder groups provided input about orientation
and the ways in which it could be improved, many participants indicated that they had growing
concerns about orientation being the work of one office or one department – as opposed to a
campus-wide initiative. Initially, my co-researchers and I wondered if this information was
evident in the data because the staff involved in delivering orientation may feel overworked or
overburdened with the many tasks associated with new student on-boarding and orientation.
However, as we reviewed the data from these two participant groups, we noted that the concerns
were related both to the workload and scope of orientation but also to the concern that the
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campus community may not have sufficient information about the process (and the ways in
which we might partner with them in the delivery of orientation).
Sub Theme #1: Tell the story about orientation
Peer leaders, in particular, shared concerns about orientation being a long “commercial”
of disconnected promotional messages about specific programs. They felt strongly that the
additional campus constituents who frequent orientation groups – specifically to “sell” their
various programs – come across as self-serving to students because they focus only on their pitch
at that moment. Rather than have a parade of, as they put it, “talking heads,” why aren’t some of
these people more involved in helping students throughout the process? They suggested that our
colleagues from other departments could assist with way-finding and tours and/or being available
in the scheduling area for delivering support to students and also representing their unique
programs or services.
The data revealed input from counselors and advisors that a better job of “telling the story
about orientation” could occur to better inform internal constituents and stakeholders about their
work with new students. Their work, they felt, is often misunderstood in “orientation.” They
don’t give students tours, they don’t “sell” or promote programs and fill specific courses. The
developmental approach to supporting students and the counseling intentions behind it – to fully
support each individual student to their best of their ability and respond to students in a holistic
manner – is an intention that is not well understood by campus colleagues.
Some faculty and staff seem to think orientation occurs only in August “when you work
with all those new students on that orientation day.” It’s continuous – not just August –
but they don’t seem to understand that. I think it’s generally true that they are unaware of
what we do and how we do it and that we have any sort of intended outcomes.
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Orientation is a more comprehensive process than many realize. Unless we explain it to
them they won’t know what we do. They may only recall what they experienced as
students.
Sub Theme #2: Help us welcome students to campus
Counselors and advisors expressed concerns about not collaborating more with other
campus constituents in the delivery of orientation services. One advisor participant noted that
having more involvement from across campus is beneficial for students: “I think we do a pretty
good job of orienting students to new student staff, testing staff – people they meet in the onboarding but I think we could do a much better job of helping students meet other important
people, offices around campus.”
One participant added that she agrees that some intentional partnering with areas such as
student involvement, in particular, would be beneficial because it’s difficult to cover the
important aspects of “campus life” with students when so much work needs to be done related to
advising and course selection with students. Other related comments included:
Everything with new students should be a collaboration but maybe some of our
colleagues just see us as “transactional” – filling their courses.
We don’t want to admit it because we like to think we can do it all, but we really do need
help welcoming students to campus.
Theme #5: Do we have a mission statement to support our work?
During the data gathering process, the two stakeholder groups involved in delivering
orientation services to new students – peer leaders and counselors/advisors – provided input
about the need for a more comprehensive statement of purpose or a mission statement to better
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organize and prioritize the work that occurs in the program. Peer leaders shared their concerns
about the scope and complexity of the orientation program – from their vantage point in being
asked to deliver substantial content to new students – and their role within it. When asked about
the things that could be improved in the current program, peer leaders were direct in how they
stated their concerns. They asked questions about priorities within the program and the scope of
their roles as peer educators, particularly when constant shifting occurs to adjust the program
because of late-comers and unexpected circumstances related to timing, guest speakers, and
complicated student and/or parent issues. For example:
What’s the main objective in orientation? Helping new students and making sure they’re
okay even if they have complicated issues that impact how other students are served?
(Peer Leader A)
I see all of you trying really hard to please a lot of people at the college – taking the flyers
and handouts from everyone and jumping every time someone who works here is
unhappy. Can’t you say no to anyone? (Peer Leader H)
I know I’m supposed to give general information to students in my role and I’m not
supposed to advise but it’s hard when things go wrong and the students look to me for
support. I don’t want to get into trouble but you should know this is happening. (Peer
Leader E)
From a counseling and advising perspective, concerns were expressed about the
orientation program and periodic “haphazard” feelings about how it operates. One counselor
remarked:
Mission is an important consideration. Sorry if that sounds like an old person talking but
theory matters, too. We don’t intend to be so focused on moving students through but it
seems like we get reduced to that and have lost any philosophical or developmental
framework. Do we have an underlying mission statement or theory to support our work?
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Another counselor shared that he is concerned that it may appear to others that we
provide inconsistent services to students when the truth is that we are tending to the needs of the
individual:
As counselors, we do focus on tending to students’ current needs – and that might mean
we don’t cover the same info with every student, for a reason. Some may not register
while they’re on campus to meet with us because of things that we uncovered.
Sometimes, very serious situations.
Counselors and advisors described a need to better articulate the philosophical or
developmental approach used to advise new students so that there is continuity within the team
providing those services and to better address questions from stakeholders about the experiences
students have in orientation.
Theme #6: We need to connect with the first-year faculty and advisors
Based on the insights generated as a result of this action research study, it became
apparent to my co-researchers and to me that the many concerns expressed about program scope
and complexity (and the absence of a mission-driven foundation) were indications that more
collaboration must occur between those who develop and deliver orientation services and those
who instruct students in the first-year seminar (FYS) course by developing joint or shared
outcomes.
Counselors and advisors repeatedly addressed concerns about students’ post-orientation
needs and our inability to provide follow-up support. Ideally, they felt, support should be
provided in more of a seamless manner as students move through the initial orientation and onboarding process and into the first semester. However, the current status is more disjointed than
is desirable. The connections between these two efforts – orientation and the first-year course –
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are not well-linked or coordinated and improvement could occur to more comprehensively
address students’ needs and provide support from orientation through the first semester.
One counselor summed up the concern by reiterating that mission and theory do matter in
the work that we do but those concepts may have been sidelined in recent years in order to make
time for the more transactional roles we play in moving students through processes. This may
have created more “thinking in silos” about orientation as distinct and separate from the firstyear seminar. She noted:
We don’t intend to be so transactional but it’s kind of like we’ve been reduced to that but
once we operated from more of a philosophical, developmental and mission-based point
of view and I believe it helped us stay on track, programmatically. What’s our
underlying purpose and theory to support our student-focused work today? I think we
need this to explain our roles to others at the college who may not understand our work.
It’s likely, another counselor added, that fostering a shared philosophy between
orientation and the first-year seminar could result in greater continuity of service for new
students.
I think we have timing issues with all the good info we try to share about services. It’s
important but they (the students) don’t know what they’re going to need once the
semester begins, so in some ways, while sharing info about services is important, students
don’t care about those things until they have the need and then we aren’t there. We need
to connect with the first-year faculty and advisors.
Because of our concerns, should we (orientation staff) be doing more follow-up work
[with] students once their classes have begun – to reinforce topics we addressed but
[they] may have forgotten and not rely on first-year folks to do that?
The research team found the data from stakeholders about orientation and first-year
programs to be surprising, at least initially. The recognition from colleagues that orientation and
the first-year program seems disjoint or disconnected was affirming to the team. My analytic
memo on this discussion elaborates further:
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In the team meeting today, we discussed the emergence of the finding related to
improving the connections between our work in orientation and the “next step” for many
students when they enroll in one of the first-year courses. Although we had discussed,
early on, our concerns about the need to tighten up and work more collaboratively on
“first-year students” and not so much in separate efforts, it was somewhat surprising to
see that our counseling and advising colleagues also see the disconnect – or rather, the
“missed opportunity.” It seemed to me that my co-researchers were pleased and relieved
to see this theme emerge from the data. Strength in numbers, perhaps, and good to know
they aren’t alone in their observations that new students could be better served by
connecting these efforts more directly.
Conclusion
The data gathered from each stakeholder group – students served in orientation, peer
leaders within the program, and counselors and advisors who serve students in orientation –
resulted in a series of six key findings:
Theme #1: You made me feel comfortable and confident
Theme #2: This job is forcing me to grow as a person
Theme #3: Too much, too fast
Sub Theme #1: Catalog content: It is confusing and no one listens to you
Sub Theme #2: Undecided students are really having a hard time
Sub Theme #3: I know we could do a better job with adult students
Sub Theme #4: Transfer information: All of it was confusing
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Sub Theme #5: Improve the current services for parents and families
Sub Theme #6: Use technology to deliver content
Theme #4: Helping new students should be a shared responsibility
Sub Theme #1: Tell the story about orientation
Sub Theme #2: Help us welcome students to campus
Theme #5: Do we have a mission statement to support our work?
Theme #6: We need to connect with the first-year faculty and advisors
Chapter V will provide the reader with a discussion of the findings, the impressions from
the participatory action research (PAR) team, and their reflections about the experience of being
co-researchers in the study. In addition, Chapter V will connect the findings to the models of
orientation program assessment offered by Cuseo (2013), Jaggars and Fletcher (2014), and CAS
(2011), as well as other relevant literature, and will include the research team’s recommendations
for future action as a result of the study.

CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION

“I am so much better at public speaking! This job has helped me because I am better at
communicating and am more confident and this is important because it will help me in my future
career.”
(Anonymous peer leader)

Introduction
This participatory action research (PAR) study provided an opportunity to examine data
from key stakeholder groups involved in the orientation experience at one community college
and to address two research questions:. This collaborative process permitted the research team to
gather input from students who experienced the services in orientation, peer leaders who are
responsible for serving new students in orientation and counselors and advisors who deliver the
professional advising and counseling support to new students. An analysis of the data allowed
the research team to observe common themes, which represent the findings in this study
Discussion of Findings
This chapter anchors each finding to foundational literature previously addressed in
Chapters II and III of this study – particularly the research and process improvement assessment
models offered by CAS (2011), Cuseo (2013) and Jaggars and Fletcher (2014), which served as
the conceptual frameworks for the study. Many of the findings align with and confirm earlier
research about pitfalls and concerns related to new student service provision and the ways in
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which professionals might improve their practice and serve students better. As a result of this
PAR study, the research team identified recommendations for future action for each finding and
many of those recommendations are parallel to solutions identified in previous studies (see Table
3).
Theme #1: You made me feel comfortable and confident
The observation that new students perceived orientation to be welcoming and supportive
is beneficial to all that we do. It is certainly an expectation which resonates through training with
all staff involved in the program. Receiving positive input from students was quite affirming and
served as a reminder of Cuseo’s (2013) first tenet: “Is the orientation program delivered in a
personalized manner that validates students as unique individuals and treats them as ‘whole
persons’?” The student data indicating that they felt welcomed and helped by orientation is a
positive sign that our intentions of creating an atmosphere where students feel they are tended to
as individuals is being accomplished.
The importance of creating a positive climate for personal growth is supported by ScottClayton (2011b), who noted that community colleges, in particular, need to provide personalized
support to students as much as possible. This finding is also aligned with the literature about
serving new students well, which urges program developers to focus on providing a personalized
experience and a climate for growth (Cuseo, 2013; Rode & Cawthon, 2010).
In addition, Cuseo’s 2013 assessment model for orientation programs highlights the
importance of “orienting new students to people and not just buildings and information” and that
tenet resonated repeatedly with the research team as we wrestled with concerns about
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Table 3
Summary of Findings: Improving New Student Orientation
Theme

Sub Theme

Theme #1: You made me feel comfortable
and confident
Theme #2: This job is forcing me to grow as
a person
Theme #3: Too much too fast

Sub Theme #1: Catalog content: confusing and no
one listens to you
Sub Theme #2: Undecided students are really having
a hard time
Sub-Theme #3: I know we could do a better job with
adult students
Sub Theme #4: Transfer information: all of it was
confusing
Sub Theme #5: Improve the current services for
parents and families
Sub Theme #6: Use technology to deliver content

Theme #4: Helping new students should be
a shared responsibility

Sub Theme #1: Tell the story about orientation

Sub Theme #2: Help us welcome new students to
campus
Theme #5: Do we have a mission statement
to support our work?
Theme #6: We need to connect with firstyear faculty and advisors
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overwhelming students with information while sacrificing a more personal touch. The feedback
from the students is a strong indicator that we may not have lost that battle – yet. Students’
perceptions that orientation is helpful and focused on their individual needs is an
accomplishment that needs to be protected and stewarded into the future. Tinto’s (1993) caution
about balancing programmatic content with caring, meaningful delivery – regardless of the time
constraints in orientation – will continue to be a concern into the future.
The fact that many positive comments about orientation were obtained from the students
in the study is not something that the research team reveled in knowing. While they were
affirming, the team discussed concerns about students’ needs beyond orientation as we attempt to
support them in transition. The transition itself – into the new and unknown – has the potential
to create stress and anxiety for all students (Campagna & Curtis, 2007; Conley, 2009). Recalling
the suggestions from Karp and Bork (2012), we noted that additional safeguards should be put
into place to connect with students “post-orientation” in order to normalize any new student fears
and to remind students that additional support is available whenever needed.
The research team felt strongly that students who attend orientation early in an
enrollment cycle should receive follow-up contact during the gap (which can be months long in
some cases) before classes begin. This could be accomplished through peer-to-peer connections
that could be made by our orientation leaders utilizing social media, email and/or phone and text
communications to follow up with students they served during the orientation program (Brown
& Hernandez, 2010).
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Theme #2: This job is forcing me to grow as a person
The research team’s intention to engage peer leaders in a focus group about
improvements in orientation was based on an expectation that they would provide insight and
input from their unique “peer, yet partner” role in orientation. Their multi-focal view of
orientation is the result of their own new student experiences as former attendees and their
additional experiences as peer educators within the program.
We were eager to gather their input and felt that while we met the Cuseo (2013)
orientation program objective of including peers in the orientation process, we had not engaged
them regularly to gather their feedback about the program. Their input was substantial,
thoughtful, and reflective about many parts of the orientation process. Their insights about
process improvement are evident throughout the findings and they often had more animated and
urgent feedback to share than the counselor and advisor colleagues we met with.
In addition, the peer leaders provided unexpected insight about their own personal growth
and development as a result of their roles in orientation. This input was affirming and wellreceived by the research team (much like the positive input from students served in the program)
but it led to immediate discussions within the team about how we might be more deliberate in
promoting both leadership development and personal growth as intended outcomes of being a
peer leader. Doing so might help us continue to recruit highly qualified students for these roles in
the future. Peer orientation leaders are much more than general “student aides” on campus.
They are truly partners in our work in orientation and grow as a result of their service. This
finding aligns with the perspectives offered by Montero (2009) as well as Cuevas and
Timmerman (2010) about the importance of student-to-student connections in orientation, as
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well as Latino and Ashcraft’s (2012) research, which indicated that interpersonal growth and
leadership development occur for peer leaders when they partner with professionals to deliver
services to new students.
In order to ensure that a high quality pool of student employees continue to work in
orientation, the CAS (2011) standards stress the importance of recruiting, hiring, training and
supervising students who have the capacity to understand their roles with a particular emphasis
on teaching peer leaders to refer to professional staff for more complex or sensitive student
concerns. Our findings align nicely with this consideration. Inasmuch as our peer leaders are
valued and critical partners in our work, the realization that we may not provide sufficient
training in this regard was raised as a concern.
Theme #3: Too much, too fast
The data from each stakeholder group clearly identified concerns that the orientation
program is attempting to deliver too much content in a too-compressed time frame. From a
student perspective, repeated comments were made about orientation being “too fast” and
students said that they were often unable to follow the flow of information. This finding was
supported by admissions from both peer leaders and counselors/advisors that they, too, felt that
the pace and complexity of content in orientation was a problem that requires attention.
Data from each group elaborated on specific concerns tied to: confusion in catalog and
educational planning content; more support needed for undecided, adult, and transfer students.
The data also indicated that more support for parents and family members was desired as well as
improvements in how technology is used in new student orientation.
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As a research team, we discussed these concerns as a group of inputs pointing toward
program and population-specific improvements. Community colleges and orientation developers
are often challenged by the need to provide many services for many different types of new
students and can be plagued by a lack of strategic planning to support their work (Cuevas &
Timmerman, 2010; Rode & Cawthon, 2010). Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) articulated the concern
by cautioning that a “more is better” approach is not a solution. Our findings were parallel to
their research at Macomb Community College. Orientation programs are not intended to
dispense so much information that students feel rushed and overloaded, but our findings match
that of their study with students reporting just those concerns. In reflecting on these findings, the
research team discussed the need to re-examine the first-year transition and explore both
orientation and the first-year seminar (FYS) course as a way to respond to concerns for
complexity and scope. The research team asked:
1. What can be done prior to Orientation?
2. What can be done immediately after…shortly after… and into the FYS course?
3. What doesn’t belong at all? Consideration for programs that seek publicity but don’t fit
within the overall philosophical framework (which is discussed in more detail later in this
chapter).
This emerging point of view for the researchers is similar to the research conducted by
Sloan et al. (2005), who urged orientation planners to anticipate students’ needs as much as
possible in order to meet some needs in advance of orientation. In an effort to provide students
with a complete and holistic experience, we tend to jam too much into the program, which is a
pitfall identified in Cuseo’s (2013) earlier work: We neglected considerations for relevancy and
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“just in time” service delivery. The following sub-themes provide additional insight about these
concerns.
Sub Theme #1: Catalog content: It is confusing and no one listens to you
Students’ complaints that they were unable to understand the fast-paced delivery of the
educational planning and catalog content in orientation did not come as a complete surprise to
the research team. As a community college, we have a wide array of academic programs to meet
the needs of both traditional and non-traditional students who may be interested in transfer to a
baccalaureate-granting institution or a more career-focused certificate or degree. Despite efforts
to streamline the content as much as possible, the delivery of this information in orientation is
not well-executed and this finding is well-supported and triangulated with data from all three
stakeholder groups.
As Angelo (1999) suggested, learning opportunities such as orientation – with an
overabundance of information – may challenge program developers to adapt their delivery of
content in order to ensure that students are engaged, excited, and supported in learning. The
research team believes the problem of catalog complexity and confusion is one that can be
improved upon, in a manner similar to the results found in the work of Jaggars and Fletcher
(2014). Their study suggested that students can benefit from a “self-advising” model where
catalog and educational planning complexity is intentionally simplified and made more
accessible to students. Streamlining these complicated processes by allowing students greater
freedom to access information online and become more adept at understanding advising nuances
can be accomplished. Rather than “delivering” information to students from a font of advisor or
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counselor wisdom, they urge orientation developers to consider how students can be taught to
access self-service advising resources on their own, thus preserving in-person time with
professional staff to tackle more substantial developmental or goal-related concerns.
Our findings were parallel to the foundational literature in the CAS (2011) standards
which urged orientation developers to create multiple formats and delivery methods to meet
students’ needs. Given the time constraints in orientation and students’ varying levels of
preparation and need, any advantages that could be gained by streamlining processes and
improving students’ independent access to information may be beneficial.
Ensuring that students are as engaged as possible in orientation is important in order to
avoid negative feelings about the program, overall. Zoellner’s (2005) study provided examples
of students’ disdain with orientation with one student noting “…all I could even think about was
getting out of there, it was really suffocating for me” (p. 58) when asked to provide feedback
about orientation. Unless the scope and complexity of information is more tailored and studentfriendly, comments such as that may become more common.
With these concerns in mind, the research team will recommend changes in the use of the
current (and optional) online orientation in order to alter its usage as a mandatory “preorientation” requirement which will deliver initial educational planning “basics” to students
before they attend orientation. In addition, the team intends to examine the ways in which
catalog and program information could become more student-friendly. This recommendation
also aligns nicely with the suggestions made by Ward-Roof (2010), who described successful
orientation programs as those that highlight support services and resources in advance of
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orientation itself in order to maximize opportunities for students to better understand essential
content.
Sub Theme #2: Undecided students are really having a hard time
Students attend orientation with varying levels of “decidedness” and while this was not a
revelation for the research team, we were intrigued by the expectations students had about
resolving their career and choice of major within orientation. None of the material about
orientation (that is shared with students in advance of the program) indicated that “career
services” are offered, but the heightened expectations and assumptions about what “advising”
would include within orientation was a noteworthy finding for the researchers.
It was, perhaps, the additional data gathered from peer leaders as well as counselors and
advisors that provided the necessary context. They described students’ expectations for more
career-focused advising as often “unspoken” ideas. Just as Karp (2011) noted that undecided
students sometimes lack the social currency or confidence to discuss their needs and use
resources, we found that students, after the fact, (meaning after their individual advising) felt
comfortable sharing with a peer leader that their needs were not met. This finding affirms the
relevancy of Jaggars and Fletcher’s (2014) research, which noted that undecided students often
felt rushed in the advising process and walked away with a sense of being “underserved” by
orientation – strictly related to their expectations and need for more support about career and
major indecision. However, simply acknowledging the existence of career services may not be
enough during orientation. Grubb (2006) cautioned that students may have difficulty following
up on referrals – despite well-intended suggestions – due to decentralized locations of career
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services on many campuses and new students’ reluctance to seek out support in a separate
location.
This finding also relates to the work of Ludwikowski, Vogel and Armstrong (2009) and
the need they described to “normalize” the use of career services for students – beginning in
orientation programs. Does this mean that orientation itself should be offered in a “career
clustered” format (Fried-Goodnight, 2009) in order to better identify undecided students?
Should a pre-orientation career assessment be offered to all students to help them feel more
certainty about their choice of career or major? These options will be explored as the PAR work
continues.
The evidence in our data supports the approach suggested by CAS (2011), which urged
targeted intervention for undecided students by providing better connections between college
majors and career paths for students who are uncertain about their goals. Similarly, Kindle
(2012) identified the importance of developing specific career pathways for community college
students – early in their academic life – in order to support students’ progress toward goal
completion.
The research team will develop recommendations to better respond to undecided students
in orientation as a result of this finding, possibly by considering the options to offer separate or
dedicated sessions to students who are undecided in order to better address their needs.
Sub Theme #3: I know we could do a better job with adult students
The data gathered about serving adult students in orientation began and ended with one
over-arching question: Who is an “adult”? As ideas surfaced from all stakeholder groups about
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how to improve services for adults, many commented that it’s difficult to identify an “adult”
student by age alone. Repeatedly, the life circumstances and characteristics that are associated
with being something other than a recent high school graduate (meaning “adult” in classification)
included parenting responsibilities, the amount of elapsed time since high school graduation,
status as working full-time and/or some college credit already earned.
Those factors were present in the data as students shared their unmet expectations about
orientation (often that prior credit had not been evaluated or that additional time with counselors
was not available to address complicated advising issues). The findings in our study extend the
work of Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) and CAS (2011) in that adult students’ needs may not be
best addressed in a general orientation format. CAS cautioned orientation developers to do
more than simply “take note of” adult students’ unique needs. Existing services may require
tailoring to attend to students with life experience, prior credit and challenging time management
concerns (Cuevas & Timmerman, 2010; Levin, 2007). Our study confirmed what Jaggars and
Fletcher (2014) found in that adult students may more directly cite their need for 24/7 access to
information and express disappointment with services that do not acknowledge their dual need
for convenience and individualized support.
Would students with “adult” characteristics be better served in a separate orientation
program? There were mixed points of view about that in the data, with leaders and
advisors/counselors acknowledging that all students have similar needs but that those with
additional concerns typically need more time to develop their educational plans and make course
selection decisions. This suggests that a dedicated orientation program for students who identify
as “adults” may be needed. This was a finding in Zoellner’s (2005) study, with adult students
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specifically requesting a program which would take their life circumstances into perspective in
orientation. Additional literature on serving adult students describes the importance of meeting
their needs from the very first point of contact by developing responsive and intentional services
(Capps, 2012; Erisman & Steele, 2012; Milliron & Wilson, 2004), including orientation.
As the research team reviewed this data, multiple conversations about the development
of programs for adults resulted. The team agreed that programs developed recently to better
serve adult students must be examined to determine whether or not they were beneficial. (The
reader will recall that a separate orientation program for adult students was developed and
implemented – but not assessed – during the early “field work” stage of this study.) Workshops
designed specifically for adult students were also created to attend to needs related to financial
aid, work/life balance and study skills and while implemented, these have not yet been evaluated
or assessed to determine their value to adult students or their potential impact on adult student
enrollment and satisfaction. The research team strongly recommends that this evaluative work
be completed in order to better understand the needs of adult students and to explore program
enhancements in orientation in the future. This can best be done with more direction from the
College as the definition for “adult” student may be refined beyond age alone.
Sub Theme #4: Transfer information: All of it was confusing
The mission of the community college is to provide support to students who are
interested in career preparation (associate in applied science degrees and certificates) as well as
the preparation needed for students who seek baccalaureate degrees. Students who are prepared
at orientation and have both a program of study in mind and a short list of possible transfer

128

schools seem to fare better in the dissemination of information about transferring successfully.
Those who are less prepared, but still know they aspire to a 4-year degree, need additional
support in navigating through processes and procedures to select transfer school options and,
ultimately, enroll in courses that will transfer well to those institutions.
This is an area where greater “pre and post” orientation work will benefit students.
Simply talking through the information quickly – lots of detail, web sites, resources – may seem
helpful, but students have made it clear – as well as peer leaders, counselors and advisors – that
we may be making a somewhat complex process appear even more complex through our hurried
attempts to cover too much information at the “front door” in orientation. Cuseo (2013)
cautioned orientation developers about this trap. Although we may feel it is incumbent upon us
to deliver information, regardless of students’ ability or inability to comprehend it, we must
avoid overloading students with so much information that we render them incapacitated and
confused. We appear to be engaging in the “information dump” Cuseo described. Perhaps
adopting an approach which teaches students to “scaffold” and seek transfer information
independently may allow greater access while encouraging the development of self-advocacy
skills (Michael et al., 2010). Noting that many resources exist, such as articulation databases
and websites to support transferring students’ questions, Hoover (2010) encouraged orientation
developers to provide students with information about these tools to aid in successful transfer
experiences.
The notion of streamlining and simplifying often complex and multi-layered processes
has been suggested (Scott-Clayton, 2011b; Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014) to remedy the unintended
consequence of simultaneously responding to, and overwhelming community college students
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with information. The research team also believes that the topic of “transferring” is one that
deserves additional attention as a need both before orientation and after, perhaps by utilizing
mechanisms to allow for more “self-advising” (Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014) or more direct
inclusion of content about the transfer process in first-year courses.
Sub Theme #5: Improve the current services for parents and families
This finding is reflective of a change in terms of interest in and demand for parent/family
programming at the College. Not that long ago, the overall orientation program included parent
and family member events which reflected the suggestions offered from Ward-Roof, Page and
Lombardi (2010): “Orientation, transition and retention professionals are poised to achieve a
healthy balance between student development and the parent and family member letting go
process by strategically including parents and family members in the college campus and
education process” (p. 91). From 2003-2011, expansive programs were held for parents and
families of new students and included resource fairs, “meet and greet” opportunities with faculty
and staff, and an hour-long program focused on student services and academic opportunities.
During the last season that the events were held (Summer, 2011), attendance dropped off with
fewer and fewer attendees. At the last program offered, the faculty and staff in attendance
outnumbered the parents and family members. At the same time, we noticed more of an interest
from parents in online access to information. As a result, we shifted our focus to a “parent and
family” page on our external web and tried, for a number of years, to make the content as vibrant
and user-friendly as possible. We attempted blogs, email blasts and “from the desk of” various
counselors and faculty to help parents connect better with the student experience and provide
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support that they could, in turn, use to support their student. We may be witnessing a turning of
the tide, given the feedback about more parent and family support being desirable. Perhaps
attendance numbers alone should not be sole driver as to whether or not programs are held.
Counselors and advisors noted that we are not meeting Cuseo’s (2013) program
assessment tenet related to offering a parent or family member component in orientation.
Cuseo’s recommendation is that new student orientation should include parents and family
members in a manner that involves opportunities to address how they can support their student’s
success. Our current offering of online information does not meet that objective; the
presentation of information is very “one way,” with little to no engagement between members of
the campus community and students’ parents and family members.
The recommendations made by Ward-Roof et al. (2010) provided excellent guidance
about our “next steps” in determining how we might provide support for parents and family
members. They encourage an assessment of the institutional climate and the amount of inclusion
desired by parent and family constituent groups before developing programs. Similarly,
gathering data about the best strategies for communication is essential before launching new
programs.
Lastly, given that we are not meeting the goals suggested by Perigo and Upcraft (1989) to
include parents and families in orientation as our partners in supporting students, program
development is necessary. As the research team analyzed the input and discussed this finding,
they decided that recommendations will be made to assess the campus climate and consider
alternatives before developing and expanding the current support offered to parents and family
members.
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Sub Theme #6: Use technology to deliver content
The data from all stakeholder groups indicates that we are attempting to deliver too much
content during the amount of time that we have at our disposal during orientation. An
exploration of technology-based delivery methods is necessary to examine options that may
provide efficiency while maintaining a student-friendly experience.
Our finding is indicative of Jaggars and Fletcher’s (2014) work at Macomb Community
College, where they learned that staff had concerns about the scope and complexity of the
information shared in orientation because they were keenly aware that it exceeded students’
abilities to comprehend and utilize the information. Our research cited technology as a possible
solution in a manner similar to the work of Jaggars and Fletcher, which noted that a modularized,
video-based or online delivery of information might help address the concerns about complexity
and scope in orientation. One example of integrating technology to benefit students both during
orientation and beyond could be an introduction to course management software, such as
Blackboard, to new students during orientation itself (Zoellner, 2005).
Despite the general agreement about this approach from my co-researchers, they
expressed concerns that technology be introduced with caution. They recalled the advice from
Black (2010), which stated that creating too much dependency on online or “high tech” options
(as opposed to in-person services) has the potential to isolate and depersonalize a process
(orientation) which is best delivered with a personal touch. Despite this debate, the CAS (2011)
standards for orientation provided a reminder to the research team that technology cannot be
ignored. The CAS standards for orientation state very simply, “Orientation professionals will
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need to evaluate ways to deliver orientation content as new technologies emerge that change
how, when and where students learn” (p. 2).
Of all the technology-related topics in the data, we noted the feedback from students that
less “talking at them” time would be preferred. Online and video resources should be developed
to address key program content related to educational planning (catalog and program of study
options, transfer information, for example) to improve student access to information. Creating
the ability for students to access program content – both before and after the in-person
orientation experience – is a program enhancement that the research team would like to expand
upon.
This finding matches the observation made by Golubski (2009) that students expect to
have the ability to receive many services “virtually,” on-demand and asynchronously. Similarly,
Latino and Ashcraft (2012) urged orientation developers to consider the ways in which “virtual
training” could support the professional development of new peer leaders in orientation
programs, as supplements to face-to-face training and to provide opportunities for reflection on
training materials and assignments.
The research team also noted the importance of reinstating the concept of pre-orientation
“homework” or a prep assignment as a technique to better prepare students for the amount of
decision-making that will occur in orientation related to course selection and educational
planning. However, before that change is made, the research team decided to heed the
suggestions offered by Brown and Hernandez (2010) and their advice for considering technology
improvements in orientation. They urged orientation providers to thoughtfully assess how
technology can be introduced and supported by orientation staff before launching technology
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improvements. Specifically, they cautioned orientation professionals to follow a three-step
guideline prior to developing new delivery methods (p. 128):
1. Assess what the department can support
2. Determine a plan for staffing
3. Assess students’ needs and access
In this manner, orientation developers can be both responsive to students’ needs for
greater access via technology while being thoughtful stewards of financial resources.
Theme #4: Helping new students should be a shared responsibility
The peer leaders and counselor/advisor participants in the study expressed concerns about
how the orientation program is perceived by stakeholder groups on campus. Peer leaders noted
that orientation is viewed as an opportunity for other departments or programs to “sell” their
services or courses to students – with little regard for the overall program. The research team
found it interesting that the peer leaders, in providing this input, assumed a level of responsibility
for program continuity and a desire to ensure a positive student experience that was beyond our
expectations of them.
As a research team, we noted that this data was reminiscent of the feelings we had when
we developed our Midwest FYE presentation in September, 2014 and our discussions about
orientation not being a well-understood program by many of our colleagues on campus. We
agreed that if campus constituents and stakeholders have a limited and partial view of the
orientation experience, it is incumbent on those who are responsible for the program to provide
solutions. In order to improve the overall understanding of the on-boarding and new student
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transition that occurs in orientation, we must find ways to better communicate and articulate the
intentions, goals and outcomes of the program. Doing so may lead to an improved awareness
and greater potential for collaboration in the future. The idea that the entire campus community
should be involved in supporting student success – from the very beginning and during
orientation – is one that Cuevas and Timmerman (2010) saw as pivotal: “…the entire college
community must commit itself to promoting student success and encouraging students…” (p.
74).
In this regard, our findings are directly aligned with the CAS (2011) standards, which
provide distinct and targeted solutions to address these concerns:


“Orientation programs must collaborate with colleagues and departments across the
institution to promote student learning and development, persistence and success.” (p.
4)



“Faculty member involvement in the development and delivery of Orientation
programs is crucial to its success. Faculty members should be included as part of the
overall planning, and when possible, staffing.” (p. 9)



“Orientation programs much reach out to relevant individuals, groups, communities
and organizations internal and external to the institution to establish, maintain and
promote understanding…” (p. 13)



“Orientation should be an institution-wide process of planning and implementation,
one that systematically involves student affairs, academic affairs and other
administrative units…” (p. 14)

The research team found these tenets from CAS to be especially meaningful. They
affirmed the findings in our study which revealed our programmatic weakness by not engaging
the campus community more directly.
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Sub Theme #1: Tell the story about orientation
The counselor and advisor participants in the study made this suggestion: Tell the story
about orientation to colleagues on campus so they can better understand our work. The notion of
creating better partnerships between academic and student affairs in order to better serve the
needs of new students was described in Fried-Goodnight’s (2009) work and is reflected in the
suggestions offered by Clark and Weigand (2010), which indicated that orientation should be
well understood by the campus community in order to foster a climate of partnering to support
new students. The research team, in analyzing and reviewing this finding, noted that more effort
should be directed toward engaging and involving others on campus about new students.
How can this be accomplished? The reinstatement of an advisory team for orientation
could be a good starting point (Clark & Weigand, 2010). By assembling a cross-functional team
to discuss new students’ needs we may be able to assert that we value input from all areas on
campus. By considering how orientation fits within the overall institutional mission,
stakeholders from across campus may be able to see the value in participating on an advisory
team which has broader overall student success intentions.
It is necessary to acknowledge the campus culture and the tendency for individual
departments and programs to think of orientation only in terms of how it can meet their needs.
Unless additional opportunities and avenues for participation are offered, campus colleagues are
likely to think of orientation in only those narrow terms.
The research team commented on the success we saw last summer when, on a whim, we
invited 40+ campus stakeholders to observe new student orientation. Many positive comments
were received from colleagues across campus but the exposure to orientation was limited and did
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not include time to discuss mutual concerns related to student success. In retrospect, the research
team acknowledges the missed opportunity of not engaging our colleagues more to gather
feedback and to discuss opportunities for partnering in the future. It was a well-intended, lastminute decision that seemed appropriate and inclusive at the time, but in hindsight we recognize
that it was too much of a one-way showcase of orientation.
Sub Theme #2: Help us welcome students to campus
Orientation work is difficult during peak time periods when many students need to be
served. Counselor/advisor participants in the study expressed concerns about the campus
community not being sufficiently informed about orientation and also shared concerns that others
on campus may not realize that their support and assistance could benefit new students.
Additional partnering with areas that can provide more input about student life, clubs and
organizations, etc., would be beneficial and might help colleagues understand the role that they
could play in supporting new students. Orientation need not be the work of one area alone,
especially if we want students to feel engaged by the campus community in the transition.
Additional support would be welcome during the scheduling and registration functions in
orientation, in particular.
This finding aligns nicely with the perspective offered by Schlossberg (1984) in that
students benefit from seeing more than just new student providers involved in the task of
supporting them as they “move in” and “move through” during the transition to college life.
Building connections and bridges for students by thoughtfully introducing them to staff and
faculty from across campus will help to inject a note of vibrancy and campus-wide concern for
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our students. “Building community” is an often-used phrase to express this idea but unless we
begin to open up our work to those around us – through education and a genuine expression of
interest for partnering – orientation will continue to be viewed as the work of one area and may
become more detached, programmatically.
The notion of the college transition as an opportunity for campus-wide engagement to
support student success is noted as a student success strategy by many seminal authors (Astin,
1977; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Pascarella et al., 1986). College readiness concerns go beyond
academic preparation alone and a campus-wide effort to tend to students’ transition needs is a
strategy worthy of adoption.
Theme #5: Do we have a mission statement to support our work?
Early in the research process, the team reviewed the current student evaluation and
outcomes statements for orientation and noted that there is no mission statement specific to the
program. As we respond to campus stakeholders about “adding this, adding that” we are
hampered because we are unable to anchor our work to a foundation that embraces a
philosophical approach with outcomes that reflect and demonstrate our desire to be responsive
and student-centered.
Whether well-regarded by the institution as a whole or developed simply to guide the
work of caring practitioners, the creation of a mission statement with an underlying philosophy –
tied to best practices in serving community college students upon entry – should be a priority.
The research team recognized the importance of doing this work, given the guidance offered by
CAS (2011) and the importance placed on regularly and thoughtfully reviewing the mission of
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orientation in order to ensure that services are aligned with institutional standards and students’
needs. The CAS standards provided a reassuring reminder that it is important to reflect upon our
purpose and mission, even when we feel the time spent on internal processes could be better
spent in direct service with students. These reminders and those offered by Jaggars and Fletcher
(2014) and Cuseo (2013) provided perspective to the PAR team. We needed a reminder that
strategy and program cohesion can be a by-product of developing a mission statement and that it
will be time well-spent. Foundational literature and suggestions which were especially helpful to
the research team included:


“Orientation programs must develop, disseminate, implement and regularly review their
missions.” (CAS, 2011, p. 4)



“Orientation programs must articulate a vision and mission that drive planning to set
goals and objectives” (CAS, 2011, p. 7)



“The recent focus on institutional productivity is a clarion call …to form partnerships
with students, faculty, academic administrators, and others to help all students attain high
levels of learning and personal development.” (ACPA, 1996, p. 1)
The research team decided that it will be important to take the time to develop a mission

statement with theoretical and philosophical underpinnings to support our work with new
students. Once that work has been completed, programmatic intentions and outcomes will be
more clearly articulated and the research team will focus on revising the current student
evaluation of orientation. Are we asking the “right” questions? What do we want to know – and
why – from students as they leave the experience of orientation? How will we use the
information? Program modifications and improvements, which occur as a result of this work,
may ensure greater consistency in service delivery and improved student experiences in
orientation (Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014; Ortiz, 1995; Perigo & Upcraft, 1989).
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Similarly, an improved assessment and evaluative framework may be beneficial in
training counselors/advisors and peer leaders to ensure that in-service and professional
development sessions about serving new students maintain a focus on the underlying intentions
of the program. As Tuttle (2000) pointed out, advising training can easily focus too heavily on
factual or transactional work without spending enough time on theory, intention and purpose. By
improving our theoretical foundation and developing a more mission-driven focus, we will be
able to improve in-service training sessions.
Theme #6: We need to connect with the first-year faculty and advisors
Given the research that has been done in this study, we have ample indications that the
time may be right to explore the ways in which both orientation and the first-year course - FYS are more alike than different. We share a mutual desire to provide new students with support
during the college transition. Doing so may provide new students with assistance across a greater
time span and not just within the constraints of the orientation program itself.
The research team sees the parallel between this finding and the perspective offered by
Perigo and Upcraft (1989) in that improved connectivity between orientation and the first-year
course is essential – even in the face of an institutional mindset that views these programs as
separate offerings. Students’ needs do not abruptly end when orientation has concluded. In fact,
those same services and programs that are referenced during orientation need to be reinforced
throughout a student’s first semester and into their first year of college life. The danger is in
regarding these efforts as distinct and disconnected. The intent of orientation and first-year
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courses is often very similar: help students make a smooth transition to college and toward
success (Pascarella et al., 1986).
Similarly, Cuseo (2013) made the point that, historically, the motivation to develop and
deliver courses now known commonly as “first year” courses stemmed directly from the concern
that orientation programs were overburdening students with information, particularly ill-timed
information that would be relevant only once students were enrolled in courses. Instead, support
should be offered to students across a continuum of the first year – orientation through first-year
courses – to provide opportunities for “just in time” support.
In addition, the findings in this study highlight the concerns noted by Karp and Bork
(2012) that students should have opportunities to engage in help-seeking behavior in a supportive
environment. Community college students, in particular, need opportunities to develop selfsufficiency. Those skills may be described and introduced during orientation but students need
opportunities to practice those skills as their first year unfolds – not simply at the outset (Jaggars
& Fletcher, 2014).
Evidence in our study supports the concern raised by CAS (2011) which described the
importance of viewing first-year courses as the “extended” orientation experience for new
students and not an unrelated, disconnected new student effort. Cuseo’s perspective (2013)
validates this point of view; he noted the importance of “transitional continuity” as an objective
in aligning the work of orientation with first-year courses. Our findings also mirror the work of
Hollis (2009), who said that “life cycle” points need to be identified by those who serve new
students. Not everything can – or should – be done in orientation. Continuity into the first year
is a critical consideration.
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The notion that the connectivity between orientation and first-year courses should be
more prominent is not a new concept. Ender (1988) noted that it is incumbent upon developers
of both orientation and first-year programs to clearly articulate the importance of both
experiences to students, parents, and internal stakeholders to ensure that the linkages between
these success-focused efforts are well-understood. In addition, our study aligns with his prior
work, which cited the importance of encouraging greater faculty involvement in the orientation
program as an additional method of promoting student-faculty engagement and campus
integration.
Implications for Theory and Practice in Orientation
This PAR study permitted professionals engaged in the provision of new student
counseling and advising services to examine their practice. Trained as master’s-degree-level
providers and experts in student development and learning theory, the co-researchers in this
study voiced concerns about the “lack of grounding” of their work in foundational theories
related to student development, student success and retention. For the co-researchers, this
realization reflected a loss: an inability to effectively utilize their training to serve students in a
holistic, student-centered manner. They described the campus climate as one which too-often
focuses on enrollment-driven or programmatic expectations and not enough on individual
students. The implications of this study related to theory indicate that a more thoughtful
utilization of theories of development and transition (Astin, 1977; Cuseo, 2013; Schlossberg,
1984; Tinto, 1993) is called for to develop orientation programs that are simultaneously
responsive to both the campus community and new students. As one co-researcher stated,
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“Placing a priority on serving each student well – regardless of institutional needs or
expectations – must come first.”
As mandatory community college orientation programs are often cited as strategies to
address students’ needs on entry (Cuseo, 2013; Karp & Bork, 2012; Kindle, 2012; Scott-Clayton,
2011), it is incumbent upon those who develop and deliver new student programs to ensure that
all program components are regularly examined and evaluated in an effort to continuously
improve opportunities for student success. Future research deploying self-study models of
program assessment, using PAR methodology, is needed.
A notable implication from this study is the growing momentum and interest around the
use of action research, in general, and PAR specifically, as a method for doing self-assessment
work on our campus. In this study, the team found the combination of self-study, utilizing PAR,
as a technique to simultaneously empower and transform - both our programs and our
professional practice. Repeatedly, in discussions on campus, I have heard my PAR team
members talk about their experience in the study by using words such as “reinvigorate” or
“reconnect”. As importantly, they have begun to share their own stories of empowerment and
improvement as a result of being supporting by colleagues who were like-minded about their
care and concern for new students.
Perhaps Anderson and Herr (2005) would not be surprised. In writing about action
research in education, they noted that it has been especially useful in education, as a method to
promote institutional change and to improve practice, but also as a technique to promote
professional development. There is no question as to whether or not our study has had beneficial
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outcomes in terms of professional development. The positive outcomes and implications of PAR,
according to James, Milenkiewicz et. al (2008, p. 201) can include:


Transformational experiences for educators as they examine their practice



Increased confidence in area of expertise



Enhanced proactive behavior on behalf of students



Heightened enthusiasm in their work
Limitations
The findings in this study support the need for ongoing program assessment and

evaluation in community college orientation. The improvements identified in this study will be
addressed in subsequent cycles of action research as the work of the PAR team continues.
Although emergent in design and not intended to be generalizable to other community colleges,
the results of this participatory action research study suggest that additional studies could be, and
should be, conducted on other campuses to identify local and student-focused opportunities to
improve new student orientation.
The results in this study are descriptive of this particular setting and are not intended to
be predictive of findings at other community colleges, as each environment will present unique
and site- and population-specific challenges. As Anderson and Herr (2005) point out, “Unlike
traditional research, action research produces knowledge grounded in local realities that is also
useful to local participants” (p. 98). This site-specific perspective, the “knowledge grounded in
local realities,” has proven to be beneficial to the PAR team.
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In addition, the research team noted that while the findings related to students by
characteristic (adult, undecided, transferring) have provided excellent, initial insight into the
needs of these populations, further exploration of students’ needs by these same characteristics is
needed in order to more closely examine the ways in which our current orientation program
could be improved. The team intends to conduct additional focus groups and individual
interviews in the next round of action research for this reason. The development of a more
robust evaluation plan for orientation will be the result of capturing additional populationspecific data about students’ needs before implementing improvements.
Similarly, we understand that the findings related to improving the collaborative aspects
of orientation will be ongoing and long-term in nature in order to provide the campus community
with opportunities to learn more about how they could participate in the transitioning of new
students to our campus. The extent to which internal stakeholders are interested in doing so will
need to be determined. Likewise, although the research team sees inordinate merit in aligning
orientation with first-year courses, substantial work will need to be done in order to develop
better connections with campus colleagues to build a partnering framework.
Co-Researchers’ Statements – Lessons Learned
The research team was an earnest group of professionals, eager and excited to be
involved in this participatory action research (PAR) study from the very first conversation we
had about the project. Their genuine interest and desire to examine both their own practice and
the input from orientation stakeholders demonstrated their commitment to improving new
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student orientation. What follows are their comments about the experience of participating in the
study, offered as a prelude to the discussion of the findings.
Linda Frank: Reflections on Participatory Action Research
One of the required courses for my master’s degree in Family and Community
Counseling, and my favorite, was a course called Community Counseling (I still have the book
we used in the course: Community Counseling, by Judith A. Lewis and Michael D. Lewis, 1989).
It was in this course that all of the psychological theories and counseling knowledge we had been
studying began to coalesce. I began to see the relevance of applying the theories we studied to
the needs and desires of the community members being served. I learned that at the heart of
community counseling is a needs assessment to identify “the priorities on which the program’s
goals and objectives will be based” (p. 247) and that this assessment requires a careful evaluation
of the needs of those requiring services as well as the resources available to carry out the goals of
the program. We learned that important questions must be asked, such as: “Are the consumers
interested in this service? Does the service we provide fit our program goals? What resources
are available for delivering this service?” (p. 249). This “action research” project brought me
back to my community counseling roots, for which I am grateful.
Having worked in a community college for over 30 years, I have seen the shift from a
more planful student-based programming approach in which every initiative links to a
meaningful student-learning outcome to a more transactional, systems-based world in which the
limits or design of the computer system dictate the program outcomes. Participating in this
“action research” project felt like a return to student-focused programming rather than the more
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current reaction-based programming based on departmental or system needs. I am more
comfortable with the former, community and student-based approach.
During this experience we had the opportunity to participate in a genuine intellectual
discussion based on our roles within the college and our experiences in higher education. That
was refreshing and renewing. The examination of assessment models and “best practices” in
orientation helped to ground our work, and our ability to share those standards with our advising
colleagues helped us better understand how far we’ve deviated from our theoretical and planful
roots.
In each weekly meeting, we shared our thoughts, took time to truly listen to each other,
and left each session with the knowledge that our voices were heard. That, too, was affirming.
Feedback was shared each step of the way with opportunities for reflection and revision to arrive
at meaningful solutions for our center and, most importantly, for the students we serve. That
was rewarding. The opportunities to engage stakeholders in the focus groups – our students, our
peer leaders and our advising colleagues – was especially insightful and helped us to better
understand what we might be able to improve to create a better experience for students.
What did we learn? We learned that we are not as grounded in student learning theory as
we once were and that a return to theoretical grounding will help us focus more clearly on
programming that is timely and relevant to our new students’ needs. Using student learning and
development outcomes as our base will help us more clearly identify our goals and define our
role within the college. This will be helpful, too, as we collaborate with other
departments/offices involved in the process of onboarding new students. We also learned that
we need to develop our center’s mission statement to make it more relevant to the 21st century
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and our current student needs, aligning our new student orientation with our mission and goals.
We learned that we may want to utilize technology to our advantage by developing more
online resources such as additional online orientation experiences. We learned that our peer
leaders remain one of our college’s major assets and that by being more intentional in the hiring
and training process we will not only help them grow and develop as individuals, but also
increase their impact as role models for our new students.
Would I like to continue with “action research?” Absolutely. The more we investigate
and learn, the more we find needs to be done. I’m looking forward to revisiting our student
learning and development outcomes and establishing a new mission statement. I am also looking
forward to collaborating with the first-year seminar (FYS) team to identify more seamless
linkages to continued work with new students during their first semester and in their first year in
college.
Participating in this “action research” project has been stimulating and rewarding to me
personally as a community college counselor. I am grateful for the opportunity to share my
thoughts and ideas with my learned colleagues. It was a privilege and a pleasure.
Anita Rehberg: Every Student Matters
First, I want to share how much I appreciate the opportunity to be a “co-researcher” in
this study. As we dove into the research as a team, I was quickly brought back to my graduate
school days. I enjoyed reviewing current research in our field and reviewing the information we
gathered. I realized how hungry I am to discuss my training in the field and the standards I
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believe in. In addition, I felt empowered to speak up and share my opinion regarding some of
our processes which do not work well and/or are not best for students.
In our fast-paced work environment where there is always a new initiative or big change
at the college, I feel like I am always playing catch-up. There isn't much time to step back and
ask questions. Is this good for our students? If we have no choice regarding this change, how
can we make this work well for our students? With student learning and development as my top
priority, it felt so good to sit down and discuss these issues.
As a counselor, I often hear about timelines and processes more than concerns for the
individual student. There is little discussed about the student's development. I, most often, feel
the real focus is on completing the transaction. In our office, completing the transaction means
getting the student advised, registered, and on their way.
The opportunity to participate in the data collection and conduct focus groups reminded
me of how important it is to talk with students and our colleagues about the complexities of our
work and to look beyond the “to do” list of what we think needs to be completed with each
student. Being involved in this study reminded me that as counselors, we need to see the real
person behind the “to do” list running in our heads. Our work is so much more than completing
transactions and the confirming evidence from this study helped us understand that we are not
alone in our desire to see the “whole student” – even when the pace is so fast.
I truly appreciated the opportunity to look at our foundation and how student affairs,
student development and counseling theory are so related to our work – but we lose our way.
The assessment models that we reviewed served as a push to get back to our foundation and our
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roots and the data we gathered and our findings tell us that students want all of their needs to be
met. Not just the ones we manage to get to…
My hope is that by participating in this project we really will change our work. This
process encouraged me to not sit back, but speak up for what I know, believe in, and have been
trained to do. Our findings helped us hone in on specific areas where improvement is
needed. Overall, we found that we can do orientation better. Now, the real work comes when
we have to stand up for what we believe in to create positive change for our students.
Sandra Vega-Picchietti: Improvement Comes From Within
This research has been important because I have come to realize that improvement can
only come from understanding and processing our feelings related to our work and the College.
That was me processing; the following is me thinking ahead.
I enjoyed having moments to reflect and hear input from others. I sometimes just want to
do my work and not think about more. Since we work in such an ever-changing environment, it
becomes essential to self-preserve and just get by in order to stay sane. The research discussions
challenged me to think and not become stagnant in my actions. It gave me food for thought and
helps me to see new perspectives, as well as continue to connect with the students and their
experience. It helps me to be more deliberate and purposeful in orientation planning. We
ultimately need to progress—move forward—to give our students the experience they need and
want.
I think our findings are going to be very useful to us as we consider improvements. I
agree that we need to move toward re-thinking the first year. How we advertise orientation, our
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contact with students prior to orientation, what’s on our website, and how we present some
information pre-orientation is necessary forward-thinking. You’ve already made changes to our
website, but the important on-boarding and Title III discussions we are having will help us to
implement a better system (at least I hope). This will, of course, include the all-too-necessary
career tool to help guide our student pre-orientation and our counselors in their interactions with
undecided students in particular.
I’m also glad that we will continue to address adult student support. All the hard work
and discussions we’ve had on this topic will come in handy. They are an important subgroup.
Transfer information will always add an extra layer of complexity. I’m not sure how to
entirely tighten that up and see that as a continued need to address.
Our research has made me realize how often good ideas related to serving new students
will “come around again” (e.g., returning to a pre-orientation homework assignment) and how
many things can be new (e.g., more online videos and portal access) to our process.
How can the campus, in its entirety, come to understand our work—what it is, what are
the obstacles, who are the students we see, what we need from them, etc.? If an Advisory Team
is created, it must include a broad range of colleagues from all over campus – not just our
counseling and advising allies.
My one concern about our “next steps” is related to keeping our sanity. Let’s remember
that we must choose a few things to do well rather than do too much poorly. Ordering the goals
in terms of importance is a first step. Narrowing down the goals will then be an important next
step as well. We can’t do it all. Future cycles of action research!
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Despite that, I think the creation of the mission statement/vision/objectives for orientation
is essential and needs to be shared with the campus community as an awareness effort.
In the end, it might be the simplest stuff that puts us on track like requiring name tags on
all orientation staff. It is truly the simple things that matter as we try to create a positive
orientation experience. That may help us balance out the “simple” with the more complex – like
the work that we need to do in better connecting with the team that teaches the first-year course
so we can see that we are all playing on the same “first-year field” as we try to help students.
Conclusion
In conducting this study, the PAR team addressed two research questions related to better
understanding the current perceptions of our orientation program (from key stakeholder groups)
and related to identifying possible improvements in the program. We learned that our findings
are closely aligned to previous research on the topic of orientation improvement. Community
colleges, in particular, face substantial hurdles as they tend to the needs of their students, both in
terms of financial resources and the time constraints in orientation (Brown & Hernandez, 2010;
Reed, 2013).
In order to support new students in the transition to college life, orientation programs
must be tailored to students’ entering needs and characteristics. Our findings demonstrate that
we are attempting to deliver substantial content in a too-short time frame and students, while
appreciative of the overall welcoming tone, are expressing concerns that their needs are not
being met. This is especially evident in input received from students, peer leaders, and
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counselors/advisors around concerns for undecided students, adult students, and students
intending to transfer to earn baccalaureate degrees.
We also learned that students are confused, overall, about the educational planning
process and the explanation of catalog information related to course selection and developing
goals. Additional efforts aimed at providing students with more pre- and post-orientation access
to information, perhaps a reinvigoration of our online orientation and a pre-orientation
“homework” assignment, may be called for.
Similarly, concerns about increasing our levels of parent and family support were shared
and improvement in that arena is also needed.
Implementing improvements will be the work of the next PAR cycle and given the data
gathered about including a broader campus constituency in that effort, colleagues across campus
will be invited to participate in an orientation advisory and planning team for this purpose.
The models of assessment offered by Cuseo (2013), Jaggars and Fletcher (2014), and
CAS (2011) served as the conceptual frameworks in this study and provided the research team
with examples of best practices for improving new student services. The literature about serving
new students in orientation and the participatory action research (PAR) method allowed the
researchers to closely examine both the orientation program as a whole, and their individual
practice as providers of orientation services.
The opportunity to engage in action research for the purpose of process improvement
allowed practitioners to synthesize input from key stakeholders – students who were served in
the program, peer leaders, and counselors/advisors – to gather local and institution-specific data
about the orientation program. The team demonstrated the hallmarks of credibility and
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trustworthiness in their work through their earnest and intentional review of the data and their
thoughtful recommendations for improvement.
This study contributes to the literature about orientation process improvement in
community colleges. The findings were parallel to previous research which described concerns
about the complexity of community college students’ entering needs and the difficulty that
orientation providers face in serving new students. By closely examining the practice of
orientation service delivery at one community college, we affirmed and extended the previous
research of Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) which urged new student practitioners to engage in a
self-study process in order to streamline and improve student services. The concerns about how
to make orientation more fluid and less complex for new students was a guiding principle
throughout the study. The research team fully subscribed to the notion that providers must bear
the responsibility for improving and streamlining well-intended programs in order to avoid
overwhelming new students. The results indicate that programmatic self-assessment is, indeed,
possible, and can result in specific process and program improvement recommendations – even
in a small-scale study such as this.
Participatory action research creates opportunities to better understand current processes,
problems, and practices while heightening team members’ willingness to improve upon them
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). We found this to be true in our study. My co-researchers committed to
weekly meetings to develop our PAR protocols, gather and analyze data, and reflect upon their
own practice in serving new students.
The data derived from this study connects to the foundational literature described in
Chapters II and III about the importance of supporting new students in transition and it affirms
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the relevancy of self-assessment models such as those offered by Cuseo (2013), CAS (2011), and
the more recent work at Macomb Community College by Jaggars and Fletcher (2014). The
tendency for orientation providers to focus on the more narrow and operational aspects of their
work will continue to be a concern. This study provided a team of colleagues with the
intentional and focused opportunity to examine their work from many different viewpoints.
Jaggars and Fletcher (2014) urged community colleges to consider the importance of examining
their practice as they struggle to support new students. Too often, community colleges (and
orientation programs specifically) may avoid a close examination of their current environment –
practices, policies, and student input – and may continue to offer services and programs that do
not meet students’ needs.
The team wholeheartedly agreed with Capps (2012) and her commentary about those of
us who serve new students. Although we may be well-informed and aware of practices that may
help students, we can be negligent in that we do not spend enough time examining our work to
focus on improvement. We are, the research team felt, guilty of repeating “what we know” as
we work with new students. “Without clear evidence of what to do differently, colleges and
universities are likely to continue the same programs and services that they have been running
for years, and with similar results” (Brock, 2010, p. 126). Similarly, Jaggars and Fletcher (2014)
urged community college orientation providers to “listen to the voices of students and advisors”
in order to improve new student programs (p. 39). As a PAR team of committed orientation
professionals, we are on just that journey.
One of the observations I made as the principal investigator and author of this dissertation
was that conducting a PAR study was beneficial to a team of new student professionals as they
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investigated the ways in which we might improve new student orientation. Utilizing the PAR
method created an opportunity to closely examine our work with new students and it resulted in a
reinvigoration of the commitment to it. However, it is a method which requires flexibility. As
the team assembled, it was important to take the time to address areas of mutual concern and
establish a climate of trust.
The commentary offered by Anderson and Herr (2005) about action research and the
inherent ambiguity it presents is indicative of the experience our team had. Yes, it is messy and
yes, it is difficult to predict the exact path that the inquiry will take. By empowering participant
researchers and encouraging the exploration of questions and concerns related to the topic of
concern, there is a transfer of power and authority from the principal researcher to the team,
overall. The collaboration becomes a shared vision and an opportunity to delve into our work
from many stakeholder viewpoints and perspectives.
In an environment where expectations are often perceived as “top down” directives, it can
be difficult for providers to feel a sense of self-determination and locus of control about the
services they provide to students. The inward, reflective process of the PAR method permitted
an examination of our practice through the lens of those most involved in the orientation
process.
For my co-researchers and myself, this experience created a sense of empowerment
which is similar to what Freire (1992) described as liberation. In introducing the PAR method to
my co-researchers, I shared some of Freire’s work, particularly this quote: “…one of the tasks of
the progressive educator…is to unveil opportunities for hope, no matter what the obstacles may
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be” (p. 3). As this study concluded, we found that we did, indeed, “unveil opportunities for
hope” by identifying recommendations for improvement in new student orientation.
In future cycles of research, the PAR method will continue to be employed. There is
evidence to suggest that colleagues on our campus are intrigued and interested in the in-depth
exploration that PAR provides. While PAR studies intend to generate “local knowledge,”
specific to one setting, we believe it also has the capacity to support similar studies elsewhere by
encouraging PAR studies on other community college campuses.
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APPENDIX A
DEFINITION OF TERMS
1. New Students: Students who are matriculating to Harper College.
2. Placement Testing: The process by which new students are required to assess in the areas
of English, Reading and Mathematics if they enter as new, degree-seeking students at xxx
college. This process is followed by mandatory participation in New Student Orientation
and advising.
3. New Student Orientation: The mandatory program which is follows placement testing
and provides new students with information about academic offerings, transfer programs,
services and support, campus navigation and student portal review and an opportunity to
meet other new students and peer Orientation Leaders.
4. New Student Advising: Required and individualized academic planning prior to initial
enrollment at the college. Addresses educational goals, career interests and identifies
possible needs for additional support and services.
5. Adult Students: Students who are identified as 25 years of age or older.
6. Young Adult Students: Students at Harper College who are identified as 19-24 years of
age.
7. Undecided Students: Students who have undeclared majors on entry on the official
application for admission and/or supplemental materials completed by students prior to
advising.

APPENDIX B
RECRUITMENT MATERIALS
COUNSELORS/ADVISORS
Greetings!
I’m contacting you to invite you to participate in a research study to investigate ways that the
new student orientation program at Harper College might be improved. I am your colleague,
Vicki Atkinson and I am a doctoral student at Northern Illinois University in the Adult and
Higher Education Department.
The title of my study is: “Improving New Student Orientation as a Tool to Support Community
College Students’ Entry into College”.
I’m reaching out to you to see if you would participate in an interview and/or a focus group
because of your experience in working with new students in orientation. Your participation
would include answering questions about your experiences in orientation as you assist new
students by providing advising and counseling support.
Interviews and focus groups would occur in the Center for New Students, Building, C, Room
104 on the Harper College campus and will last no more than one hour.
Please let me know at your earliest convenience if you would be interested in participating in
either an individual interview or a focus group with 5-6 other Harper College counselors or
advisors.
You can reply to this email (vatkinso@harpercollege.edu ) or contact me at 847.925.6761.
Additional information about dates and scheduling will be provided within the next few weeks.
Thank you.
Vicki Atkinson, Center for New Students

APPENDIX C
RECRUITMENT MATERIALS
PEER ORIENTATION LEADERS AND STUDENTS SERVED IN ORIENTATION

Greetings!
I’m contacting you to invite you to participate in a research study to investigate ways that the
new student orientation program at Harper College might be improved. I am a doctoral student at
Northern Illinois University in the Adult and Higher Education Department.
The title of my study is: “Improving New Student Orientation as a Tool to Support Community
College Students’ Entry into College”.
I’m reaching out to you to see if you would participate in an interview and/or a focus group
because of your experience in attending and/or working with new students in orientation. Your
participation would include answering questions about your experiences in orientation as an
attendee or as a peer orientation leader.
Interviews and focus groups would occur in the Center for New Students, Building, C, Room
104 on the Harper College campus and will last no more than one hour.
Please let me know at your earliest convenience if you would be interested in participating in
either an individual interview or a focus group with 5-6 other Harper students. You can reply to
this email (vatkinso@harpercollege.edu ) or contact me at 847.925.6761. Additional information
about dates and scheduling will be provided within the next few weeks.
Thank you.
Vicki Atkinson, Center for New Students

APPENDIX D
FOCUS GROUP GUIDE
COUNSELORS/ADVISORS
1. Describe your role in advising new students. What do you do and what do you think is
most important?
2. Based on your experiences working with new students, is there anything about the
orientation and new student transition process that students find particularly confusing or
frustrating?
3. How helpful do you think the current orientation program is? Are there ways in which
you think it could be improved?
4. How are we meeting the needs of new students in orientation if they are:


Adult students?



Reverse transfer students?



First-generation students?



Undecided major students?



Academically underprepared students?

5. How could we improve the orientation experiences for these new students? What would
we do and why?
6. Alternative: What does an “ideal” community college orientation program look like?

APPENDIX E
FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS:
PEER LEADERS AND STUDENTS SERVED IN ORIENTATION

1. Were there any parts of the orientation process that were particularly confusing or
challenging?
2. What information would have made the process easier?
3. Were there parts of the orientation process that were particularly helpful?
4. Describe your advising experience in orientation. Did you receive the support you
needed about:


Transfer questions?



Course selection/catalog and program information?



How to register and payment policies and procedures?



Financial aid information?



Information about campus involvement/clubs?



A campus tour?



Safety information?



Other?

5. What could be improved?
6. What did you like the most?
7. Suggestions, comments, observations?

APPENDIX F
HARPER COLLEGE IRB APPROVAL

APPENDIX G
NORTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY IRB APPROVAL
10-Feb-2015

TO: Vicki Atkinson
Counseling, Adult and Higher Education
RE: Protocol # HS15-0009 “Improving new student orientation”
Your Initial Review submission was reviewed and approved under Expedited procedures by
Institutional Review Board #1 on 09-Feb-2015. Please note the following information about
your approved research protocol:
Protocol Approval period: 09-Feb-2015 - 08-Feb-2016
If your project will continue beyond that date, or if you intend to make modifications to the
study, you will need additional approval and should contact the Office of Research Compliance
and Integrity for assistance. Continuing review of the project, conducted at least annually, will be
necessary until you no longer retain any identifiers that could link the subjects to the data
collected. Please remember to use your protocol number (HS15-0009) on any documents or
correspondence with the IRB concerning your research protocol.
Please note that the IRB has the prerogative and authority to ask further questions, seek
additional information, require further modifications, or monitor the conduct of your
research and the consent process.
Unless you have been approved for a waiver of the written signature of informed consent, this
notice includes a date-stamped copy of the approved consent form for your use. NIU policy
requires that informed consent documents given to subjects participating in non-exempt research
bear the approval stamp of the NIU IRB. This stamped document is the only consent form that
may be photocopied for distribution to study participants.
It is important for you to note that as a research investigator involved with human
subjects, you are responsible for ensuring that this project has current IRB approval at all times,
and for retaining the signed consent forms obtained from your subjects for a minimum of three
years after the study is concluded. If consent for the study is being given by proxy (guardian,
etc.), it is your responsibility to document the authority of that person to consent for the subject.
Also, the committee recommends that you include an acknowledgment by the subject, or the
subject's representative, that he or she has received a copy of the consent form. In addition, you
are required to promptly report to the IRB any injuries or other unanticipated problems or risks to
subjects and others. The IRB extends best wishes for success in your research endeavors.
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APPENDIX I
NEW STUDENT ORIENTATION
EVALUATION SURVEY
SUMMER SEMESTER 2014

Prepared by the Office of Research Teaming
to Serve the Research Needs of the College
January 28, 2014

Introduction
The purpose of this survey is to assist staff in the Center for New Students and
Orientation in evaluating how well the new student orientation process meets student needs.
A total of 1,956 students attending the Orientation Program completed the survey.
The report is organized into an Introduction Section, a Results and Discussion
Section that provides survey question response totals in tabled format, and a Summary
Section. A copy of the survey and breakdown of responses to the statements by demographic
group is included in the Appendix.
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Results and Discussion
Question 1 asked the students to rate ten statements about the Orientation
Program. The scale was: 5 = Strongly agree, 4 = Agree, 3 = Neutral, 2 = Disagree, and 1
= Strongly disagree. Tables 1a-1j reports responses to Question 1 for all fulltime orientation students.

Table 1A. Full-Time Orientation
Valid
Frequency Percent
Percent

I felt welcomed at
Orientation
Valid

Strongly disagree
Disagree
Neutral
Agree
Strongly agree
Total
Missing

Total

6
1
23
289
1636
1955
1
1956

.3
.1
1.2
14.8
83.6
99.9
.1
100.0

.3
.1
1.2
14.8
83.7
100.0

Cumulative Percent
.3
.4
1.5
16.3
100.0

Table. 1 B: Full-time Orientation
Orientation helped me
understand the basics
about degree and
certificate requirements
Valid

Strongly disagree
Disagree
Neutral
Agree
Strongly agree
Total
Missing System
Total

Frequency Percent
3
.2
4
.2
63
3.2
559
28.6
1326
67.8
1955
99.9
1
.1
1956
100.0

Valid
Percent
.2
.2
3.2
28.6
67.8
100.0

Cumulative Percent
.2
.4
3.6
32.2
100.0
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Table. 1 C: Full-time Orientation
Orientation helped me to
understand how my test results
and/or prior college credit have
been used for course placement. Frequency Percent
Valid
Strongly disagree
5
.3
Disagree
9
.5
Neutral
114
5.8
Agree
593
30.3
Strongly agree
1233
63.0
Total
1954
99.9
Missing
2
.1
Total
1956
100.0

Valid
Percent
.3
.5
5.8
30.3
63.1
100.0

Table. 1 D: Full-time Orientation
The counselor I met with helped
me make course selections to get
Valid
started at Harper
Frequency Percent
Percent
Valid
Strongly disagree
5
.3
.3
Disagree
5
.3
.3
Neutral
46
2.4
2.4
Agree
287
14.7
14.7
Strongly agree
1608
82.2
82.4
Total
1951
99.7
100.0
Missing
5
.3
Total
1956
100.0

Cumulative
Percent
.3
.7
6.6
36.9
100.0

Cumulative
Percent
.3
.5
2.9
17.6
100.0
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Table. 1 E: Full-time Orientation
I know more about the services
Harper offers to help students
be successful
Valid

Frequency Percent

Valid
Percent

Cumulative
Percent

Strongly disagree

2

.1

.1

.1

Disagree

4

.2

.2

.3

Neutral

80

4.1

4.1

4.4

Agree

573

29.3

29.4

33.8

Strongly agree

1289

65.9

66.2

100.0

Total

1948

99.6

100.0

8

.4

1956

100.0

Missing
Total

Table. 1 F: Full-time Orientation
I know more about how to
transfer to other colleges and
universities
Valid

Strongly disagree

Cumulative
Percent

9

.5

.5

.5

Disagree

46

2.4

2.4

2.8

Neutral

338

17.3

17.3

20.2

Agree

610

31.2

31.3

51.4

Strongly agree

947

48.4

48.6

100.0

1950

99.7

100.0

6

.3

1956

100.0

Total
Missing
Total

Frequency Percent

Valid
Percent
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Table. 1 G: Full-time Orientation
I know how to register for
courses using MyHarper
Student portal
Valid

Frequency Percent

Valid
Percent

Cumulative
Percent

Strongly disagree

2

.1

.1

.1

Disagree

5

.3

.3

.4

Neutral

78

4.0

4.0

4.4

Agree

455

23.3

23.4

27.8

Strongly agree

1405

71.8

72.2

100.0

Total

1945

99.4

100.0

11

.6

1956

100.0

Missing
Total

Table. 1 H: Full-time Orientation
The Orientation staff members
were helpful
Valid

Cumulative
Percent

Strongly disagree

4

.2

.2

.2

Disagree

3

.2

.2

.4

Neutral

14

.7

.7

1.1

Agree

287

14.7

14.7

15.8

Strongly agree

1644

84.0

84.2

100.0

Total

1952

99.8

100.0

4

.2

1956

100.0

Missing
Total

Frequency Percent

Valid
Percent
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Table. 1 I: Full-time Orientation
As a result of Orientation, I feel
more confident about being a
student at Harper
Frequency Percent
Valid

Valid
Percent

Cumulative
Percent

Strongly disagree

2

.1

.1

.1

Disagree

5

.3

.3

.4

Neutral

83

4.2

4.2

4.6

Agree

459

23.5

23.5

28.1

Strongly agree

1406

71.9

71.9

100.0

Total

1955

99.9

100.0

1

.1

1956

100.0

Missing
Total

Table. 1 J: Full-time Orientation
As a result of Orientation, I think
I’m more likely to do well and
complete my classes in the
coming semester
Frequency Percent
Valid
Strongly disagree
3
.2
Disagree
3
.2
Neutral
77
3.9
Agree
507
25.9
Strongly agree
Total
Missing
Total

1363
1953

69.7
99.8

3

.2

1956

100.0

Valid
Percent

Cumulative
Percent

.2
.2
3.9
26.0

.2
.3
4.2
30.2

69.8
100.0

100.0
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At least 90 percent of the respondents “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with 9 of the 10
statements. “I felt welcomed at Orientation,” “The counselor I met with helped me make
course selections to get started at Harper”, “I know that it’s important to register early for
courses”, “The Orientation staff members were helpful”, “As a result of Orientation, I feel
more confident about being a student at Harper”, and “The services and assistance I
received were satisfactory” were statements that the respondents most strongly agreed
with. The statement, “I know more about how to transfer to other colleges and universities”
was lowest in percentage of agreement (79.9%); this was a slight decrease from the prior
year’s percentage (80.3%). Nearly all (98.5%) of the students expressed that they felt
welcomed at the orientation.
Table 2 reports the means and standard deviations for the ten statements in
Question 1. Standard deviation is a statistical measure to determine the dispersion of
specified means. In other words, standard deviation is a measure of how “spread out”
numbers are within a group.
Table 2: Means and Standard Deviations for Statements
Statements
I felt welcomed at Orientation.
Orientation helped me understand the
basics about degree and certificate
Orientation
helped me understand how my
requirements
test results and/or prior college credit have
been used for course placement
The counselor I met with helped me
make course selections for my first
I semester.
know more about the services Harper
offers to help students be successful.
I know that the counseling centers have
information about how to transfer to other
colleges and universities.
I know how to register for courses using
My Harper Portal.
The Orientation staff was helpful.
As a result of Orientation, I’m feeling more
confident about being a student at Harper.
As a result of Orientation, I think I’m more
likely to do well and stay enrolled in my
classes for the coming semester.

n
1955
1955

Mean
4.81
4.64

SD

1954

4.56

.650

1951

4.79

.510

1948

4.61

.587

1950

4.25

.856

1945

4.67

.573

1952
1955

4.83
4.67

.438
.578

1953

4.65

.578

.463
.571
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There were some statements that had significantly different respondent ratings
among demographic groups (e.g., gender, age, racial/ethnic group, prior college
experience). Statements with significantly different respondent ratings among
demographic groups are shown in Table 3. Results of all the statements broken down by
demographic groups are shown in the Appendix.
Table 3a: Statements with Significant Differences (p<.05)
Gender – (1a) “I felt welcomed at
Orientation” a
n
Mean
Male
972
4.79
Female
975
4.85
Total
1947
4.82
Gender – (1 e) “know more about the services
Harper offers to help students be successful.” b
Mean
n
Male
971
4.81
972
4.76
Female
4.79
1943
Total
19
4.89
152
4.69

SD
.512
.401
.461

SD
.606
.565
.586
.934
.590

a

There
Totalis a significant difference between the means of Male and Female student (F=8.03, df=1, p<.05, .005).

b

There is a significant difference between the means of Male and Female student (F=4.33, df=1, p<.05, .038)

Total

Statement in 1a indicated a significant difference (p<.05) as a result of male
respondents reporting lower ratings than female. In statement 1e, the inverse is true in
that the responses for females were higher, resulting in a significant difference between
the means.
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Table 3b: Statements with Significant Differences (p<.05
Age – (1b) “Orientation helped me
understand the basics about degree and
certificate requirements” c
18 or under
19 - 24
25 - 39
40 - 61
Total

n
1334
468
130
16
1948

Mean
4.64
4.62
4.70
4.25
4.64

SD
.549
.590
.606
1.18
.572

Age – (1j) “As a result of Orientation, I think
I’m more likely to do well and complete my
classes in the coming semester.” d
18 or under
19-24
25-39
40 - 61
Total

n
1332
468
130
16
1946

Mean
4.66
4.64
4.68
4.19
4.65

SD
.547
.611
.647
1.16
.579

c

The mean of the 40 - 61 age group is significantly lower than the group overall (F=3.24, df=3, p<.05, .021). d
The mean of the 40 - 61 age group is significantly lower than the group overall (F=3.71, df=3, p<.05, .011)

Statements 1b and 1j indicated a significant difference (p<.05) where all age
groups reported higher ratings than the 40-61 age group. There was no significant
difference related to ethnicity. However as indicated below, for both 1e and 1g those
with prior college experience reported higher ratings than those whom entered with
no prior college experience.
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e

Table 3c: Statements with Significant Differences (p<.05)
Experience – (1e) “know more about the
services Harper offers to help students be
n
Mean
successful.” e
No
1476
4.60
Yes
464
4.67
Total
1940
4.61
Experience – (1g) “I know how to register for
courses using MyHarper student portal .” f
Mean
n
No
1472
4.64
465
4.76
Yes
4.67
1937
Total
19
4.89
152
4.69

SD
.598
.548
.587

SD
.599
.473
.573
.934
.590

Those with prior college experience reported significantly higher ratings than those without. (F=5.40, df=1,
p<.05, .020).

Total

f

Those with prior college experience reported significantly higher ratings than those without. (F=5.27, df=1,
Total
p<.05,
.000).
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Table 4 reports the demographic information gathered in Questions 2 through 5.

In terms of ethnicity, the majority of respondents (54%) indicated they
were White, and the next largest groups of respondents (25% and 10%) were
Hispanic and Asian/Pacific Islander, respectively. Female students slightly outnumbered
male students 49.8% to 49.7%. The great majority of respondents (75%) reported
having no previous college experience.
Table 4: Demographic Information of Respondents
Gender: (N=1,956)
Male
Female
Not indicated
Age: (N=1,956)
18 or under
19-24
25-39
40-61
Not indicated
My ethnicity is: (N=1,956)
White, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Native American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
No indicated
I have previous college experience. (N=1,956)
No
Yes
No indicated

n
973
975
8
n
1,335
468
130
0
7
n
1070
116
504
7
199
60
n
1482
466
2

Percent
49.7
49.8
.4
Percent
68.3
23.9
6.6
0.8
.4
Percent
54.7
5.9
25.8
.4
10.2
3.1
Percent
75.8
23.8
.4
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Summary
As in past years, students were very positive about the full-time orientation
program. Over 90 percent either strongly agreed or agreed with 9 of the 10statements
about the Orientation Program, and all statements had over seventy-nine percent of the
respondents either strongly agreeing or agreeing.
Regarding ethnicity, fifty-nine percent of the responding students were White. A
slight majority of the respondents were female (49.8%) and most (75%) of the
respondents had no previous college experience. Overall, there were two “standout”
points in the responses based on prior college experience: “I know more about the
services Harper offers to help students be successful” and” I know how to register for
courses using the MyHarper student portal”. I n b o t h i n s t a n c e s t h o s e w i t h p r i o r
college experience reported higher ratings than those without. There
was no significant difference discovered, related to ethnicity.
Ninety-eight percent of the respondents indicated that they felt welcomed at
Orientation. Furthermore, students generally responded to all of the questions in the
“Agreeable” range, but the statement “I know more about how to transfer to other
colleges and universities” was lowest in percentage of agreement (79%). This statement
received the lowest ratings from 2002 to 2013 as well. This shows an area in which
the orientation process can highlight in order to further assistant incoming
students.

APPENDIX J
DEMOGRAPHIC BREAKDOWN OF
STATEMENTS SURVEY INSTRUMENT
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Demographic Breakdowns
Gender

N
q1a

q1b

q1c

q1d

q1e

q1f

q1g

q1h

q1i

q1j

Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total
Male
Female
Total

972
975
1947
972
975
1947
972
974
1946
971
972
1943
969
971
1940
970
972
1942
965
972
1937
972
972
1944
972
975
1947
970
975
1945

Mean
4.79
4.85
4.82
4.62
4.66
4.64
4.56
4.56
4.56
4.81
4.76
4.79
4.60
4.63
4.61
4.27
4.24
4.25
4.65
4.70
4.68
4.82
4.83
4.83
4.67
4.67
4.67
4.65
4.65
4.65

Std.
Deviation
.512
.401
.461
.580
.561
.571
.642
.656
.649
.499
.520
.510
.606
.565
.586
.836
.873
.855
.588
.550
.570
.439
.436
.438
.570
.584
.577
.569
.584
.576

Std.
Error
.016
.013
.010
.019
.018
.013
.021
.021
.015
.016
.017
.012
.019
.018
.013
.027
.028
.019
.019
.018
.013
.014
.014
.010
.018
.019
.013
.018
.019
.013

188

Age

q1a

q1b

q1c

q1d

q1e

q1f

18 or under
19 - 24
25 - 39
40 - 61
Total
18 or under
19 - 24
25 - 39
40 - 61
Total
18 or under
19 - 24
25 - 39
40 - 61
Total
18 or under
19 - 24
25 - 39
40 - 61
Total
18 or under
19 - 24
25 - 39
40 - 61
Total
18 or under
19 - 24
25 - 39

N
1334
468
130
16
1948
1334
468
130
16
1948
1333
468
130
16
1947
1331
468
129
16
1944
1329
467
129
16
1941
1332
468
127

Mean
4.82
4.82
4.78
4.69
4.81
4.64
4.62
4.70
4.25
4.64
4.55
4.59
4.53
4.31
4.55
4.80
4.76
4.82
4.44
4.79
4.60
4.63
4.71
4.44
4.61
4.21
4.28
4.51

Std.
Deviation
.441
.449
.622
1.014
.464
.549
.590
.606
1.183
.572
.630
.653
.759
1.138
.650
.475
.566
.507
1.209
.511
.586
.580
.575
.892
.587
.857
.855
.765

Std.
Error
.012
.021
.055
.254
.011
.015
.027
.053
.296
.013
.017
.030
.067
.285
.015
.013
.026
.045
.302
.012
.016
.027
.051
.223
.013
.023
.040
.068
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q1g

q1h

q1i

q1j

40 - 61
Total
18 or under
19 - 24
25 - 39
40 - 61
Total
18 or under
19 - 24
25 - 39
40 - 61
Total
18 or under
19 - 24
25 - 39
40 - 61
Total
18 or under
19 - 24
25 - 39
40 - 61
Total

16
1943
1326
466
130
16
1938
1332
467
130
16
1945
1334
468
130
16
1948
1332
468
130
16
1946

4.00
4.25
4.64
4.73
4.78
4.56
4.67
4.82
4.84
4.85
4.56
4.83
4.66
4.69
4.73
4.44
4.67
4.66
4.64
4.68
4.19
4.65

1.155
.856
.591
.518
.532
.727
.573
.425
.445
.468
.892
.439
.568
.583
.620
.892
.579
.547
.611
.647
1.167
.579

.289
.019
.016
.024
.047
.182
.013
.012
.021
.041
.223
.010
.016
.027
.054
.223
.013
.015
.028
.057
.292
.013
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Ethnicity

q1a

q1b

q1c

q1d

q1e

q1f

White, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Native American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Total
White, non-Hispanic

N
1070
116
503
7
199
1895
1070

Black, non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Native American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Total
White, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Native American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Total
White, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Native American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Total
White, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic
Hispanic

116
503
7
199
1895
1069
116
503
7
199
1894
1067
116
503
7
198
1891
1067
115
501

4.60
4.65
4.71
4.66
4.64
4.54
4.53
4.60
4.71
4.54
4.56
4.79
4.76
4.80
4.71
4.76
4.79
4.63
4.58
4.63

.684
.547
.488
.545
.571
.670
.727
.601
.488
.609
.649
.504
.668
.449
.756
.578
.511
.578
.649
.569

.063
.024
.184
.039
.013
.020
.068
.027
.184
.043
.015
.015
.062
.020
.286
.041
.012
.018
.060
.025

Native American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Total
White, non-Hispanic

7
199
1889
1069

4.71
4.55
4.62
4.29

.488
.608
.583
.856

.184
.043
.013
.026

115
502

4.31
4.17

.902
.844

.084
.038

Black, non-Hispanic
Hispanic

Mean
Std. Deviation Std. Error
4.81
.447
.014
4.83
.548
.051
4.84
.423
.019
4.86
.378
.143
4.76
.534
.038
4.82
.457
.011
4.63
.575
.018
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q1g

q1h

q1i

q1j

Native American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Total
White, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Native American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Total
White, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Native American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Total
White, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Native American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander

7
197
1890
1067
115
498
7
198
1885
1070
116
501
7
198
1892
1070
116
503
7
199

4.43
4.25
4.26
4.71
4.61
4.63
4.71
4.70
4.68
4.83
4.79
4.84
4.86
4.80
4.83
4.67
4.71
4.70
5.00
4.58

.535
.823
.852
.530
.658
.608
.488
.532
.561
.434
.583
.408
.378
.435
.437
.590
.619
.531
.000
.597

.202
.059
.020
.016
.061
.027
.184
.038
.013
.013
.054
.018
.143
.031
.010
.018
.057
.024
.000
.042

Total
White, non-Hispanic
Black, non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Native American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Total

1895
1068
116
503
7
199
1893

4.67
4.65
4.65
4.68
4.86
4.61
4.66

.577
.590
.663
.526
.378
.556
.574

.013
.018
.062
.023
.143
.039
.013
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College Experience

q1a

q1b

q1c

q1d

q1e

q1f

q1g

q1h

q1i

q1j

No
Yes
Total
No
Yes
Total
No
Yes
Total
No
Yes
Total
No
Yes
Total
No
Yes
Total
No
Yes
Total
No
Yes
Total
No
Yes
Total
No
Yes
Total

N
1481
466
1947
1481
466
1947
1480
466
1946
1478
465
1943
1476
464
1940
1478
464
1942
1472
465
1937
1478
466
1944
1481
466
1947
1479
466
1945

Mean
4.81
4.82
4.81
4.62
4.67
4.64
4.54
4.61
4.55
4.79
4.76
4.79
4.60
4.67
4.61
4.20
4.41
4.25
4.64
4.76
4.67
4.82
4.83
4.83
4.66
4.70
4.67
4.64
4.67
4.65

Std.
Deviation
.463
.467
.464
.571
.573
.572
.656
.631
.650
.501
.542
.511
.598
.548
.587
.873
.781
.856
.599
.473
.573
.440
.436
.439
.582
.569
.579
.575
.589
.578

Std.
Error
.012
.022
.011
.015
.027
.013
.017
.029
.015
.013
.025
.012
.016
.025
.013
.023
.036
.019
.016
.022
.013
.011
.020
.010
.015
.026
.013
.015
.027
.013
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Survey Instrument

